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ABSTRACT 
“A War Within a War”: Policing Gender and Race in New York City during World War II 
 
By 
 
Emily Brooks 
Advisor: David Nasaw 
 
During World War II, Mayor Fiorello La Guardia and Police Commissioner Lewis 
Valentine launched aggressive policing campaigns in New York City against crimes of “vice” or 
“immorality” that they believed threatened the order of the wartime city. The municipal leaders 
argued that racialized and gendered threats posed by prostitutes, juvenile delinquents, gamblers, 
and disorderly persons weakened the nation’s ability to mobilize healthy troops and to compete 
in a postwar world. While the war disrupted racial and gender hierarchies in the increasingly 
interracial city, Valentine and La Guardia connected America’s global security to policing at 
home. This dissertation follows patrolmen, policewomen, and city leaders as they constructed 
these criminal categories and the New Yorkers who resisted or were subject to these campaigns. 
The women and people of color whose lives these policies disrupted mobilized resistance to the 
NYPD during the war. When faced with police repression they asked, in the words of one Long 
Island father, “is this the freedom we are all working so hard for?” These protests did not fall on 
sympathetic ears. The city’s leadership prioritized maintaining urban order and protecting the 
health and security of enlisted men, particularly white enlisted men, over respecting civil, social, 
and sexual liberties of New Yorkers. This dissertation examines the impact of the mobilization 
for war on the largest and most influential municipal police department in the nation. I argue that 
the mobilization for war created opportunities and pressures to intensify policing in New York 
City and examine the roles of gender and race in structuring how this policing unfolded.   
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 1 
Introduction 
From the signing of the Selective Service Act in September 1940 to January 1946 when 
Fiorello La Guardia completed his final term as mayor, New York City was a wartime city. 
Visiting sailors sought a night out in Times Square, African American soldiers worked as 
stevedores on Staten Island, and men and women built warships at the Brooklyn Navy Yard. 
Federal and municipal agencies oversaw the civilian and military wartime operations from 
newly-opened offices around the city. The Civilian Defense Volunteer Office set up a base in 
City Hall, and members of a wartime volunteer police force patrolled the Gotham’s streets. From 
its headquarters on Governors Island, the U.S. Army’s Second Service Command monitored a 
district including New York, Delaware, and New Jersey. New Yorkers could see evidence all 
around them that their city played a vital role the national war effort. For the leaders of this 
coordinated municipal mobilization, preserving order in New York City and protecting the 
enlisted men who roamed its streets constituted their wartime mandate.  
The city’s leadership embraced this vision of a militarized Gotham. Mayor Fiorello H. La 
Guardia, who led the city from 1934 to 1945, threw himself and his city into the war effort. La 
Guardia was a New Deal progressive who believed in the government’s right and responsibility 
to provide for, organize, and control its citizens. As an Italian-American with family in Europe, 
he watched with great personal distress as the Nazis extended their domination across Europe 
and allied with Mussolini. Breaking from an earlier commitment to pacifism, and the 
isolationism embraced by his Midwestern progressive counterparts, La Guardia advocated U.S. 
support of Britain and France in 1939.1 While serving as mayor, La Guardia expected to be 
                                                      
1 Thomas Kessner, Fiorello La Guardia and the Making of Modern New York (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1989), 469.  
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named Secretary of War because of his close relationship with President Roosevelt. Roosevelt 
passed over the mayor, to his great disappointment. La Guardia remained involved in federal war 
efforts as chairman of a U.S. Canadian Joint Defense Board and later finagled a position as 
Director of Civilian Defense. The weight of his double duties, however, forced him to resign the 
national office in early 1942.2 Both while serving as Director of Civilian Defense and after his 
resignation, La Guardia devoted himself to military preparedness on the home front. He believed 
that for himself and for other Americans, wartime citizenship required additional sacrifices and 
introduced new perils. He fully supported the war effort, and worried about the myriad ways in 
which threats to the nation’s military strength might develop in New York City, which was a 
center of shipping, commerce, and entertainment.  
These threats could take the form of a submarine attack, but they also included the more 
mundane urban disorders with which La Guardia had done battle throughout the 1930s. 
Prostitution, juvenile delinquency, gambling, and the leisure spaces in which he believed these 
morally-suspect endeavors were housed had bedeviled the mayor and his hard-lined Police 
Commissioner, Lewis Valentine, for their entire tenures. La Guardia, though a wet progressive 
who opposed what he saw as class-based privileges, also supported harsh policies against crimes 
of “vice” which he thought worsened city life for regular New Yorkers. Commissioner Valentine 
proved an enthusiastic supporter of anti-vice regulations. Enforcing such regulations, the 
commissioner held, was an essential function of a modern and successful police department. To 
Valentine, the interconnected evils of vice, police corruption, and urban disorder were hallmarks 
of an earlier era in American policing that he sought to leave behind. Valentine shared the 
mayor’s view that New Yorkers could be easily separated into criminals and law abiding 
                                                      
2 Ibid, 505.  
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residents and that policing was about drawing these distinctions. While the latter deserved 
civility and respect, the former should be met with punishment, perhaps even delivered via 
Valentine’s choice of title for his autobiography, Nightstick.3 
 In the war mobilization, La Guardia and Valentine found a new, patriotic rationale for 
policies that they had previously framed as issues of urban order. Although the war provided a 
political justification for combatting vice, these officials also believed that a breakdown in the 
city’s policing practices or social order could have a negative impact on the war effort. La 
Guardia and Valentine worried that professional prostitutes, promiscuous women, and sexually 
active girls could transmit venereal diseases to enlisted men or men engaged in wartime 
production. They suspected that gamblers would entrap soldiers and sailors who might then risk 
arrest themselves, and that young men of color might destroy property possibly precipitating 
mass racial conflict. In the face of such wartime threats, restricting the social, sexual, and civil 
liberties of New Yorkers, particularly working-class women and New Yorkers of color, proved a 
small concern. As Valentine remarked in 1944, “the need for rigid enforcement of all laws 
relating to vice was impressed upon all commanding officers of this Department, particularly 
where members of the armed forces are concerned.”4 
The women and people of color whose lives these policies disrupted mobilized resistance 
to the NYPD during the war. As Martha Biondi and Clarence Taylor have argued, in the 1940s, 
ending racially targeted police brutality and harassment was a central civil rights demand for 
both newly-arrived and long established Black New Yorkers.5 Women in Harlem, led by 
                                                      
3 Lewis Valentine, Nightstick (New York: Dial Press, 1947).  
4 Conference on Venereal Disease Control Transcript, 18 September 1944, 31. Folder: New 
York, Box 7, Entry 40, Record Group 215, National Archives College Park (NACP). 
5 Martha Biondi, To Stand and Fight: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Postwar New York 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006). Clarence Taylor, Fight the Power: African 
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activists like novelist and reporter Ann Petry, criticized police practices that they felt labeled 
Black women as prostitutes and boycotted newspapers that disseminated these stereotypes. 
Incarcerated women petitioned city magistrates for retrials, calling their indefinite detention 
unjust. Young girls launched a daring nighttime escape from a Brooklyn reformatory. Burlesque 
performers picketed city hall after La Guardia’s commissioner of licenses shuttered their 
theaters. Parents complained of the treatment their children met at the hands of NYPD officers. 
In many of these instances of resistance, New Yorkers connected their criticism to the ongoing 
war being fought in the name of democracy and freedom. When faced with police repression 
they asked, in the words of one Long Island father, “is this the freedom we are all working so 
hard for?”6 These protests did not fall on sympathetic ears. The city’s leadership prioritized 
maintaining urban order and protecting the health and security of enlisted men, particularly white 
enlisted men, over respecting civil, social, and sexual liberties of New Yorkers.  
New York’s municipal leaders were not alone in these views. Officials in the Army, 
Navy, and federal agencies like the Social Protection Division and the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, as well as the private American Social Hygiene Association, collaborated with and 
sometimes pressured Gotham’s leaders to strengthen the NYPD’s campaigns against vice. Many 
white New Yorkers shared officials’ anxieties about crime and disorder, which were deeply 
inflected by popular conceptions of the gendered responsibilities of wartime citizenship, as well 
as concerns about African American and Puerto Rican migration into New York City.  
                                                      
Americans and the Long History of Police Brutality in New York City (New York: New York 
University Press, 2019).  
6 Elmer H. Robertson to La Guardia March 2, 1944. Folder 25. Roll 110. Subject Files: Juvenile 
Delinquency, Fiorello La Guardia Collection (FLGC), New York City Municipal Archives 
(NYCMA).  
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The passage of the Selective Service Act of September 1940 altered the relationship 
between the U.S. government and American men and women. Almost every American man 
between the ages of 18 and 64 registered for the Selective Service. Policymakers at the municipal 
and federal levels, as well as many average Americans, viewed the strength and wellbeing of 
these servicemen, as well as men engaged in wartime production, as synonymous with that of the 
nation as a whole. Journalist Cabell Phillips clearly articulated this vision in the New York Times 
in 1941. “An American Army is something more than a cross section of our manhood,” Phillips 
proclaimed, “it is a living mirrors [sic] of what we, as a nation, are.”7  
Officials also called on women to do their part. The U.S. Employment Service 
encouraged women to move into paid employment and many took up this call.8 During the war, 
at least 50 percent of American women worked for wages.9 Many women joined the Women’s 
Army Auxiliary Corps (later the Women’s Army Corps), Women Accepted for Volunteer 
Emergency Service, Coast Guard Women’s Reserve, or moved into civilian jobs in industrial 
production. As the names of these organizations suggest, federal officials conceived of women as 
auxiliary components of the war effort, an ideology that Leisa Meyer aptly describes as “rooted 
in a cultural inability to reconcile the categories of ‘woman’ and ‘soldier.’”10 Though women 
                                                      
7 Christina Jarvis discusses the ways that militarism seeped into popular culture and influenced 
discussions of masculinity in The Male Body at War: American Masculinity During World War 
II (Dekalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2004), 57-61. Cabell Phillips, “What the Draft 
Reveals About Us,” New York Times, July 13, 1941, SM10.  
8 For an analysis of women’s work during and after the war see Claudia Goldin, “The Role of 
World War II in the Rise of Women’s Employment,” The American Economic Review Vol. 81, 
no.4 (September 1991): 741-756.   
9 Susan Hartmann, The Home Front and Beyond: American Women in the 1940s (Boston: 
Twayne Publishers, 1982), 77-78. 
10 Leisa Meyer, Creating GI Jane: Sexuality and Power in the Women’s Army Corps During 
World War II (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 3. Sonya O. Rose describes a 
similar gendered dynamic in Britain during World War II in Which People’s War?: National 
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were not considered essential to the nation’s ability to wage war they could threaten this ability, 
according to federal and municipal leaders, by weakening the health and morality of enlisted 
men through spreading venereal diseases. Policing sexually threatening women, therefore, 
became an urgent wartime project waged at the municipal level with federal support, and gender 
served as a foundational social category that police department members relied on while 
constructing wartime criminality. The New York City Police Department patrolled the city’s 
streets, bars, restaurants, dancehalls, and theaters searching for suspicious women and relied on 
perceptions of class or race when targeting a perceived female threat. 
The nature of this sexual threat was partly structured by wartime disruptions in gender 
hierarchy. In the years between the two world wars, women had won the formal right to vote and 
had made advances in professional spheres. They participated in labor activism through CIO 
auxiliaries, and took jobs in New Deal-funded programs.11 As historians Leila Rupp, Karen 
Anderson, and Susan Hartmann have argued, women’s working patterns changed significantly 
with the mobilization for the second world war.12 Married women took jobs outside of the home, 
and new industrial sectors of the workforce became temporarily open to women. For many, this 
shift represented a challenge to the idealized notion of a male breadwinner and soldier tied to a 
                                                      
Identity and Citizenship in Wartime Britain, 1939-1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 
2-20. 
11 Deborah Gray White discusses the ways that access to WPA was limited for Black women in 
Too Heavy a Load: Black Women in Defense of Themselves, 1894-1994 (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 1999), 142-145.  
12 Leila Rupp, Mobilizing Women for War: German and American Propaganda, 1939-1945 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978). Karen Anderson, Wartime Women: Sex Roles, 
Family Relations, and the Status of Women During World War II (Westport: Praeger, 1981). 
Susan Hartmann, The Home Front and Beyond: American Women in the 1940s (Boston: Twayne 
Publishers, 1982). Rebecca Jo Plant provides a useful exploration into the antimaternalism that 
structured the family life of mothers, many of whom were working, in this period in Mom: The 
Transformation of Motherhood in Modern America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2010), 20-54 and 77-85.  
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wife whose professional and civic responsibilities centered on the home. Women took advantage 
of these new opportunities and sought to expand them, but also faced frequent reminders that 
bearing children and supporting men’s wartime sacrifice remained their primary responsibilities. 
For some municipal and federal officials, women’s movement into the workplace created 
additional social problems that necessitated a police response. Women drawn to wartime jobs, 
officials warned, devoted less time to supervising their children who, in turn, roamed the streets 
driving up the rates of juvenile delinquency. Additionally, policymakers worried, women who 
worked like and with men might seek to socialize or have sex like men as well. As wartime 
exigencies created temporary cracks in prewar gender hierarchies, officials discharged police to 
maintain the established gendered social order.  
Many officials contended that policing sex was the most important domestic wartime law 
enforcement function. Dating and sex patterns had changed in the interwar years. The birth 
control movement met success in the 1936 U.S. Court of Appeals decision to exempt 
contraceptives prescribed by physicians from the Comstock law and the use of contraception 
generally had increased. Young urban working-class women embraced the practice of “treating” 
or engaging in sexual activities with male companions in exchange for expense-paid nights on 
the town.13 The emergence of treating was part of a larger shift in which heterosexual intercourse 
became a more common part of courtship. In the mid-1930s, almost half of white American 
women engaged in pre-marital sex.14 By the 1940s, sexual advice manuals for married couples 
recognized the importance of sex, and even of women’s sexual fulfilment, while also seeking to 
                                                      
13 Elizabeth Clement, Love for Sale: Courting, Treating, and Prostitution in New York City, 
1900-1945 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 1. Clement builds on Kathy 
Peiss’s investigation into urban sex and leisure patterns, Cheap Amusements: Working Women 
and Leisure in Turn-of-the-Century New York (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986).  
14 Clement, Love for Sale, 2.  
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preserve men’s authority in domestic relations. Christina Simmons notes that this contradictory 
message was informed by “a cultural struggle over a new concept of female sexuality,” one side 
of which acknowledged women’s sexual autonomy.15  
The military’s approach to sexuality during World War II reflected some of these 
changes in sexual practices. During World War I a central component of the policing practices of 
the Commission on Training Camp Activities involved convincing enlisted men to abstain from 
sex altogether. “By refraining from illicit intercourse you will defeat the deadly enemy and 
preserve your own manhood,” one lecturer advised an audience of soldiers during the war.16 By 
World War II the military had abandoned this practice, acknowledging that, in the words of one 
medical officer, “the sex act cannot be made unpopular.”17 As many historians have shown, the 
sex acts that some enlisted men sought out were not exclusively heterosexual.18 World War II 
was a significant moment of liberation and identify formation for many gay men and women 
who left their hometowns and family networks of supervision. Though army procedures did 
include screening designed to exclude gay men from service, federal, municipal, and military 
officials presented prostitution and the threat of venereal diseases as embodied in women.19 
Policing campaigns focused on finding, arresting, and incarcerating morally suspicious women. 
                                                      
15 Christina Simmons, Making Marriage Modern: Women’s Sexuality from the Progressive Era 
to World War II (Oxford University Press, 2009), 185.  
16 Allan Brandt, No Magic Bullet: A Social History of Venereal Disease in the United States 
Since 1880 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 64.  
17 Ibid, 164.  
18 Steve Estes, Ask and Tell: Gay and Lesbian Veterans Speak Out (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2007), 5. Alan Berube, Coming Out Under Fire: The History of Gay Men 
and Women in World War II (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990), 3. Margot 
Canday, The Straight State: Sexuality and Citizenship in Twentieth-Century America (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2009), 178. Meyer, “‘Ain’t Misbehavin’’? The Slander Campaign 
Against the WAC,” in Creating GI Jane, 33-50.  
19 Christina Jarvis, The Male Body at War, 57. Berube, “‘The Gang’s All Here’: The Gay Life 
and Vice Control,” in Coming Out Under Fire, 98-127.  
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These campaigns led to increased police surveillance in Times Square and in leisure spaces 
around the city, increasing risks for gay male New Yorkers, some of whom were caught up in the 
drive to order the wartime city.  
In New York City, changing racial demographics intersected with the wartime attention 
to gender to inform policing practices. From 1930 to 1950 the city’s Black population more than 
doubled and grew from 4.7 percent to 6 percent of the city’s total population.20 These new 
residents came from the American south, and, to a lesser extent, from the Caribbean.21 The city’s 
Puerto Rican population had also increased during the 1920s following the severe restriction of 
immigration from Europe. Though migration decreased significantly during the war, about 
61,500 Puerto Ricans called New York City home in 1940.22  New York City’s white officials, 
and many white Gothamites, viewed the city’s new residents with extreme unease. Signs stating 
“No Dogs, No Negroes, and No Spanish” marked apartment buildings and advertised the city’s 
racial hierarchy.23  
To Police Commissioner Valentine the increasing presence of African Americans, Afro-
Caribbeans, and Puerto Ricans in New York City presented a “police problem.” Valentine 
                                                      
20 1940 Census, Vol. 2 Part 5, Section 2, 137, 156. 
https://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html, accessed September 13, 2018.  
21 Nancy Foner notes that in 1930, about a fifth of the Black population of New York was of 
Caribbean origin. Nancy Foner, “Introduction: West Indian Migration to New York: an 
Overview” in Islands in the City: West Indian Migration to New York, ed. Nancy Foner 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 4.  
22 Virginia Sanchez-Korrol, From Colonia to Community: The History of Puerto Ricans in New 
York City (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983,) 30-34. Lorrin Thomas, Puerto Rican 
Citizen: History and Political Identity in Twentieth Century New York City (University of 
California Press, 2010), 133. 
23 Ruth Glasser, My Music is My Flag: Puerto Rican Musicians and their New York 
Communities, 1917-1940 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 73. For more on the 
ways that city officials responded to Puerto Rican migration and the activism that migrants 
engaged in during the 1930s and 1940s see Thomas, Puerto Rican Citizen, 133-153. 
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associated non-white New Yorkers with “disorder,” arguing that Black and Puerto Rican 
neighborhoods required intense police surveillance.24 Valentine projected criminality onto New 
Yorkers of color, but he was also responding to the nation-wide increase in civil rights activism, 
which to him constituted another type of disorder. La Guardia was less hostile to non-white New 
Yorkers than his police commissioner. He was opposed to discrimination against individuals 
based on race and sometimes drafted rebukes to white New Yorkers who wrote to him 
complaining about their African American neighbors.25 He acknowledged the need to 
incorporate Black leaders into city government, appointing the first African American woman 
judge to the city’s Domestic Relations Court in 1939.26 He did not, however, as his biographer 
Thomas Kessner notes, offer any programs intended to remedy the specific problems faced by 
non-white New Yorkers which were often caused by structural racism.27 Like many other racial 
liberals of his time, he accepted an association between Black and Puerto Rican New Yorkers 
and criminality. As Naomi Murakawa argues, these politicians advocated for professional 
policing as a solution to racial violence and inequality, without acknowledging the role of police 
in perpetrating, structuring, and sustaining these very inequalities.28 Though Afro-Caribbean, 
African American, and Puerto Rican residents of New York experienced distinct relationships to 
the city’s police and criminal justice networks, during the war Valentine and other city leaders 
often grouped them together as a threat to the city’s social order. This racialized policing 
                                                      
24 Venereal Disease Control Conference, June 19, 1943. Folder 12, Roll 251. Subject Files: 
Venereal Disease, FLGC, NYCMA.  
25 La Guardia to Miss Olsen, April 22, 1943. Folder 11, Roll 110. Subject Files: Juvenile 
Delinquency. FLGC, NYCMA.  
26 Jacqueline A. McLeod, Daughter of the Empire State: The Life of Judge Jane Bolin (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2011), xiii.  
27 Kessner, Fiorello La Guardia, 536. 
28 Naomi Murakawa, The First Civil Right: How Liberals Built Prison America (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 29.  
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landscape was also highly gendered. Officials viewed Black and Puerto Rican women and girls 
as prostitutes, venereal disease carriers, and sexual threats to servicemen, whereas they claimed 
boys and men posed threats of violence or theft. Both women and youth of color, Valentine and 
La Guardia believed, could undermine the war effort through engaging in sex with soldiers and 
sailors, or by participating in or catalyzing civil rights protests or racial unrest.  
This dissertation examines how the war influenced policing in New York City, with 
particular attention to crimes of “vice” in which police officers served as the sole complainants. 
This lens allows for an examination of the most subjective edge of the always subjective 
practices of policing. During a war fought in the name of democracy, neither the progressive 
mayor nor his reformist police commissioner wished to be perceived as embracing clearly biased 
policing. They also, however, held that certain categories of New Yorkers: young and working-
class women of all races, and Black and Puerto Rican men, women, and children, constituted 
particular threats to the wartime city and required targeted policing. Labeling members of these 
groups as likely to engage in crimes of vice allowed the municipal leaders to partially resolve 
this contradiction. Through policing crimes of vice officers could retain their discretion without 
explicitly engaging in policing biased along lines of race, gender, or class. Police officers 
determined who filled the malleable categories of prostitute, delinquent, gambler, and disorderly 
person and during the war the NYPD constructed them expansively.  
 In explicating police practices, I do not use police records to prove that arrestees were, in 
fact, engaging in prostitution, gambling, juvenile delinquency, or disorderly conduct. This 
methodological choice is not informed by negative judgements of these behaviors, but rather by 
the fact that officers possessed extreme latitude and discretion when determining whom to target 
and arrest for these categories of behavior and what acts might fall within them. In many cases, 
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the uncorroborated narrative of the arresting officer proved sufficient to merit a conviction, 
probation, or other punitive consequences. Arrestees or their parents sometimes denied or refuted 
the police narratives.29 In this testimony, however, defendants faced a distinct disadvantage, and 
were rarely successful. In cases of prostitution, for example, throughout the late 1930s and early 
1940s, the rate of convictions was significantly over sixty percent. 30 The courts may have 
accepted the testimony of law enforcement officers over their arrestees, but historians must not 
do the same. Even in cases in which such alternative testimony does not exist, the records of the 
NYPD must be used to demonstrate the behavior and policies of the law enforcement officers 
themselves.31 The following chapters focus on those crimes that proved particularly concerning 
to city and police officials during the war. One chapter is devoted to the new agencies created to 
monitor wartime vice, followed by chapters examining the policing of prostitution, juvenile 
delinquency, gambling, and leisure establishments. Some criminal categories that comprise 
significant components of policing today, like drug arrests, do not appear in this dissertation 
because they were not a central policing concern in New York City in this historical moment. La 
Guardia did not prioritize the policing of marijuana, and, as Eric Schneider has argued, heroin 
use hit an “all-time low” in these years as the war disrupted trafficking routes and potential drug 
                                                      
29 Marguerite Marsh, Prostitutes in New York City: Their Apprehension, Trial and Treatment, 
July 1939-June 1940 (New York: Research Bureau, Welfare Council of New York City, 1941), 
39, 41.  
30 Marsh, Prostitutes in New York City, 46. From July 1939 to June 1940, a period during which 
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users joined the armed forces.32 During the war Gotham’s law enforcement leaders conceived of 
prostitution, gambling, juvenile delinquency, and disorderly conduct as the gravest urban threats 
to the nation’s enlisted men and domestic order. 
The role of NYPD members as enforcers of social control, which had been an essential 
function of the department since its creation, became particularly apparent in the WWII years.  
During this period, politicians and law enforcement officers at the local and national levels 
touted the importance of domestic policing to the war effort, presenting both as essential 
components of national strength. Within this framework, the curtailment of the rights of arrestees 
became a small sacrifice in a larger war effort. Michael Sherry categorizes the WWII years as a 
period in which militarization triumphed within the U.S. state.33 Sherry’s exploration of 
militarization provides a framework for considering the role of municipal police and the 
voluntary police forces created to augment them during these years, although he does not explore 
the impact of militarization on domestic policing in his otherwise comprehensive synthesis. The 
effects of militarization, however, can be seen in the nationalistic language used by politicians 
and law enforcement officers to justify the NYPD’s increased focus on enforcing anti-vice laws 
and in the close working relationship between the NYPD and military officials stationed in the 
city. 
World War II was not the first time a national military mobilization constricted life on the 
American home front. During the first world war, Americans across the country joined or found 
                                                      
32 Emily Brooks, “Marijuana in La Guardia’s New York City: The Mayor’s Committee and 
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themselves the subjects of thousands of voluntary associations devoted to policing the behavior 
of civilians.34 In preparation for the war, New York City Police Commissioner Arthur Woods 
mobilized the Citizens’ Home Defense League, a more than 20,000 strong force of “civilian 
policemen.”35 The federal government created a Commission on Training Camp Activities run 
by a member of the private anti-vice organization, the American Social Hygiene Association. 
The Commission on Training Camp Activities then led a drive to shutter red-light districts in 
areas including San Antonio, El Paso, Montgomery, and, most infamously, New Orleans.36 
Historian Allan Brandt contends that these federal efforts joined those of local health officials 
and vice squads to spur mass arrests of women as suspected prostitutes and venereal disease 
carriers.37 Many of these dynamics would reemerge during World War II, when the mobilization 
for the war again amplified the importance of policing civilians at home.  
Between the two wars, however, much had changed in the terrains of American law 
enforcement. Christopher Capozzola argues that in response to the increase of mob violence 
during the first world war many Americans called for “law and order,” ignoring the ways that the 
law and the institutions that enforced it also served coercive aims. Though the coercion did not 
disappear, Capozzola argues, it migrated into the state.38 Jennifer Fronc similarly contends that 
after World War I many of the responsibilities and practices pioneered by private anti-vice police 
organizations were adopted by new or strengthened law enforcement agencies, including the 
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Military Intelligence Division, the Bureau of Investigation, and the Bureau of Prohibition.39 The 
1930s was a decade of expansion for the American state, and law enforcement was not an 
exception to this trend. Much of this growth was federal, but, as Mason Williams has argued, 
federal and municipal growth flourished in tandem.40 Federal funds supported municipal 
projects, as in the case of the 1938 Venereal Disease Control Act. Policing responsibilities 
undertaken by voluntary associations during the first world war, therefore, by the early 1940s 
flowed through the state, whether in the form of federal or municipal law enforcement agencies. 
Raymond Fosdick, head of the Commission on Training Camp Activities, had noted the spring of 
1917 that “in New York City, no less than seven different agencies are preparing to play some 
part” in the wartime policing of women and the sexual activities of servicemen.41 Many of these 
organizations, however, no longer existed by the outbreak of World War II. The Committee of 
Fourteen, which had been authorized by the war department to patrol the city for prostitutes and 
violators of the Selective Service Act, folded in 1932.42  
While these organizations dissolved, the New York City Police Department grew. 
Between 1920 and 1940, the uniformed ranks of the NYPD grew by sixty percent, while the 
population of the city increased by thirty-three percent.43 By the outbreak of World War II, the 
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NYPD and its federal counterparts played a more important role in the life of New York City and 
the nation.  
The chapters that follow focus on this role in an effort to deepen scholarly understandings 
of the relationship between militarism and domestic policing and the weight of criminal justice 
interventions in twentieth century women’s and gender history. Women’s historians have 
explicated the curtailment of women’s wartime workplace advancement and the anxieties that 
accompanied these changes.44 Scholars of gender history have investigated the contradictory 
nature of the connections between female sexuality and the war effort, often through 
examinations of federal agencies or cultural histories.45 Considering the impact of the war 
through the lens of anti-vice policing in New York City adds a wartime urban history of the 
carceral state to this conversation, thereby connecting scholarship on World War II to histories of 
policing. The dissertation’s focus on New York City provides an opportunity to see how federal 
policies played out in the urban landscape and interacted with preexisting municipal policing 
practices, dynamics which have been underexplored in studies of women’s sexuality during the 
war.46 Additionally, this dissertation shows that wartime conceptions of gender were integral to 
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and informed by policing practices for both men and women, though the consequences for the 
latter proved much more severe.  
New York City was not just any urban landscape. It was and remains the nation’s largest 
city as well as its cultural and financial center. As Joshua Freeman has argued, in the 1940s 
Gotham was an outlier in relation to other American cities in terms of the power of labor and 
patterns of home ownership and manufacturing.47 In the field of policing, however, New York 
was less of an outlier and more of a leader. Valentine’s savvy awareness of the city’s racial 
politics and his strain of seemingly unbiased yet harsh anti-vice policing distinguished him from 
many of his counterparts. When the governor of Maryland wanted to integrate the Baltimore 
police department in 1938, he looked to New York. The governor reached out to La Guardia 
requesting that Lieutenant Samuel J. Battle, the NYPD’s highest ranking Black department 
member, visit to address the department.48 During Detroit’s racial conflict in June 1943, federal 
troops were called in to restore order. A coalition including the Congress of Industrial 
Organizations and civil rights groups subsequently pushed to remove Police Commissioner John 
H. Witherspoon, who refused to hire more African American police officers even after the 
conflict.49 In contrast, after vandalism and looting broke out in Harlem in August 1943, the 
NYPD was celebrated in the press, even in African American papers, for “remembering Detroit” 
and “ben[ding] backward to prevent the riot.”50 Though Black New Yorkers and the city’s civil 
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rights activists protested the NYPD’s discriminatory policing, Valentine and the department 
enjoyed a favorable national reputation. When General Douglas MacArthur sought a law 
enforcement expert to oversee the reorganization of the police force in occupied Japan he 
requested Valentine “by name.”51 By the end of the war, there was no better representative of 
American municipal policing than the NYPD’s Lewis Valentine.   
The historiography of American policing is rich in explorations of the consequences of 
policing for men and women of color, but scholars have yet to fully investigate these and other 
policing dynamics in the mid-twentieth century. Historians have devoted much attention to the 
roles law enforcement played in contributing to the construction of racial inequalities and racial 
identities, as well as the role of gender in these dynamics, in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.52 Geographers have considered the ways the purview of law enforcement 
and that of the military have become intertwined in U.S. drug control policies beginning in 1969 
and in the post 9/11 context, while historians have explored the cold war militarization of 
American society and the use of counterinsurgency tactics against Black activists and student 
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protesters in the 1960s and 1970s.53 Scholars concerned with policing and militarization, 
however, have yet to consider the opportunities presented during WWII to intensify domestic 
policing and to fully reckon with the longer history of interconnection between these two arenas 
of state power. Today, as evidence of the blurred divisions between projects of domestic policing 
and military engagements abound, such a history can inform discussions about the role of police 
in American society.  
In the chapters that follow the leaders and officers of the NYPD, the largest and most 
influential police department in the country, sought to define their role in wartime New York 
City. They argued they were fighting “a war within a war in our city.” These home front 
combatants believed their foes included prostitutes, delinquents, gamblers, and disorderly 
persons, and that leniency on one front would spell disaster on the other.54 
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Chapter One 
 
Putting the NYPD on a “War Footing”: Expanding the Wartime Policing Apparatus1 
 
 
Throughout late 1939 and early 1940, in New York City, like much of the rest of the country, 
“all talk was of war.”2 The NYPD’s Chief Inspector praised department members in December 
of 1939 for their successful work in meeting the “additional activities imposed on you because of 
the European war.”3 One of the questions on the municipal civil service exam required for 
promotion to Lieutenant asked respondents, “in what ways may the situation created by the 
repeal of the United States Neutrality Act affect the work of the Police Department?”4 In the 
summer and fall of 1940, Congress debated the Selective Training and Service Act, and officials 
and citizens alike worried about global instability. In this precarious global context, federal, 
state, and municipal politicians created new agencies to police domestic populations during a 
possible mobilization for war. 
Mayor Fiorello La Guardia and Police Lewis Commissioner Valentine considered their 
existing policing apparatus and deemed it insufficient to protect the city during a wartime 
emergency. Gotham, the duo knew, would play a central role in shipping out men and supplies 
were the U.S. to enter the conflict.5 La Guardia worried that the city’s role in transportation 
networks and its cultural significance would render it a possible target for air strikes or 
                                                      
1 “Mayor La Guardia’s Report on the City’s Civilian Defense,” New York Times, January 5, 
1942, 8.  
2 William Tuttle, Daddy’s Gone to War: The Second World War in the Lives of America’s 
Children (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 30.  
3 “Shomrim Society Memorial Services,” Spring 3100, December, 1939, 20.  
4 “Municipal Civil Service Commission, New York City,” Spring 3100, December, 1939, 33.  
5 The city would also eventually play an important role in military production by 1943, receiving 
12 percent of all Navy contracts. This was not the case, however, in the early war years as Cheryl 
Lynn Greenberg discusses in Or Does it Explode: Black Harlem in the Great Depression (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 199.  
 21 
submarine attacks, despite its geographic protections and the fuel limitations of existing 
bombers. While such an external attack proved a slim possibility, Valentine and La Guardia 
knew well the internal threats that certainly lurked on the city’s streets, harbors, bars, and 
theaters. They redoubled their campaigns against such evils as juvenile delinquency, prostitution, 
gambling, and disorderly entertainment; this time with the protection of enlisted soldiers and 
sailors, wartime peace in the city, and national security in mind. The increased importance of 
such efforts during the war, the municipal leaders argued, required the reorganization and 
expansion of the NYPD’s anti-vice efforts, which now formed an essential component of 
national security. They formed a volunteer police force of over 7,000, raised the quotas for 
women in the NYPD, created a new National Defense Squad to suppress vice and work with 
military officials, organized community groups to monitor youth, and tried to prevent patrolmen 
from retiring during the war. The pair would also consistently link the civic sacrifices of soldiers 
and sailors to those of patrolmen and seek to build connections between policing in New York 
City and the national war mobilization. In their efforts, Valentine and La Guardia would receive 
assistance from the city’s Health Department, state and federal agencies, and the military, all of 
whom participated in shaping the policing landscape of wartime New York City. 
 
The Institutional Players 
The city’s Health Department, led by John Rice until July 1942 when Ernest Stebbins 
took over as commissioner, worked closely with the NYPD to meet these wartime challenges.  
Article 17-B of the Public Health Law granted the health department the authority to detain and 
perform venereal tests on any person suspected of having a venereal disease, which included any 
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woman arrested for prostitution.6 Section 343 of the Public Health Law provided the Health 
Department with the ability to seize and detain for treatment any person accused of having a 
venereal disease.7 These expansive practices dated from the first World War. A magistrate of the 
Women’s Court sought to revive this approach in 1935 while seeking justification to hold six 
women charged with “immorality” for forced medical examinations before trial.8 When the 
attorneys for the women protested that such a pre-conviction examination had “never been 
done,” the magistrate responded “waiting until after conviction is extremely dangerous to the 
community.”9 During the war, these dangers increased since the “community” came to include 
the soldiers and sailors who made up the American military. 
 The Health Department joined in the project of wartime policing, sharing descriptions of 
almost exclusively female venereal disease “contacts” as well as the locations in which men met 
them with the NYPD, and using the broad power granted to them through Article 17-B and 
Section 343 to justify the imprisonment and testing of such women. Lewis Valentine discussed 
how this public health policy could be used to “force in” a woman; “she has been acquitted of the 
criminal charge, but she is forced in under the Public Health Law into one of our hospitals, 
particularly Bellevue, and detained there until released by the physicians.”10 
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La Guardia, Valentine, and Stebbins found support for their programs in Governors 
Herbert Lehman and Thomas Dewey. Lehman, who believed “in this period of national 
emergency, the strength of law enforcement may become as important as the strength of our 
Army and Navy,” expanded the State Police.11 The governor also successfully pushed for the 
creation of a wartime State Guard in case National Guard members were called into federal 
service.12 At its highpoint, the State Guard’s ranks included about 18,000 members.13 The State 
Guard and State Police, however, did not play a central role in policing in New York City. The 
former were only activated a handful of times during the war and the latter included about half as 
many officers as the city’s NYPD.14 Members of the State Guard were called to “stand by” 
during an uprising in Harlem in August 1943, but were never deployed.15 Governor Dewey, a 
former prosecutor, proved an ally after his election in 1942. Policing operations in New York 
City, however, were primarily in the hands of La Guardia and Valentine.  
New York City’s expansion of anti-vice policing developed in tandem with the 
enlargement of federal policing powers. The dangers of prostitution and venereal diseases were a 
cause of particular concern for many federal officials, who sought to protect the moral and 
physical health of the men they believed would be necessary to populate an American military 
and wartime industrial production. Congress appropriated $3,000,000 for 1938-1939 and 
$5,000,000 for 1939-1940 to assist states in combatting syphilis and gonorrhea for the first time 
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since 1922.16 In the spring of 1939, representatives of the Army, Navy, Federal Security Agency, 
and the American Social Hygiene Association (ASHA), a private anti-vice association based in 
New York City, met in Washington and formulated what became known as the Eight Point 
Agreement.17 The agreement articulated a collaborative relationship between federal, municipal, 
and military agencies in the shared goals of repressing prostitution and preventing enlisted men 
from contracting venereal diseases. The agreement stated that “the probable source” of venereal 
disease infection of military or naval personnel must be reported to state or local health 
authorities. The agreement further articulated that local police bore responsibility for the 
repression of prostitution and control of “recalcitrant infected persons.”18 Federal assistance for 
the incarceration of such recalcitrant persons was provided during the war through the 1941 
Lanham Act, which funded clinics and detention centers where women who tested positive for 
venereal diseases were imprisoned.19 
Though the Eight Point Agreement was written in gender neutral language, participants 
were undoubtedly aware that policing prostitution meant policing women. The federal 
infrastructure for monitoring suspicious women increased further in 1941 when Paul McNutt, the 
head of the Federal Security Agency, created a new division focused on combatting wartime 
sexual threats. The Social Protection Division (SPD) was, in the words of its employees, focused 
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exclusively on “sex delinquency, from excessive promiscuity to commercialized prostitution.”20 
Throughout the war, the SPD supported local law enforcement agencies through participating in 
joint conferences and producing propaganda alerting Americans to the sexual threats lurking in 
their midst. Congress further bolstered the punitive power of federal anti-prostitution efforts by 
passing the May Act in June 1941, which rendered prostitution near military establishments a 
federal crime. The act authorized the Secretaries of War and Navy to call on the FBI to intervene 
to control prostitution in such areas. The May Act was only invoked twice during the war, and 
was never needed in New York where Valentine and La Guardia had already embraced its 
guiding principles. The May Act’s passage as well as the Eight Point Agreement and the creation 
of the SPD, however, all signaled the federal government’s increased interest in monitoring 
problematic women.  
In addition to the municipal and federal actors, the military played a role in monitoring 
the social and sexual activities of its members and civilians. The Army adopted a more lenient 
policy toward men engaging in heterosexual sex during World War II than had been in practice 
during the first world war, as Allan Brandt argues. Distributing condoms, providing prophylaxis 
stations, and, beginning in early 1942, accepting men who tested positive for venereal diseases 
all became official policy.21 This acceptance, however, did not extend to sexually active women, 
whether in the military or out of it. Leisa Meyer points out that similar practices were never 
applied to women in the Women’s Army Corps, who were aggressively monitored for any sexual 
activity and often depicted as prostitutes or lesbians.22 Military Police officers and members of 
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22 Meyer, Creating GI Jane, 103, 106.  
 26 
the Navy Shore Patrol monitored sailors and soldiers, while military officials worked with 
representatives from the NYPD and the Health Department. In New York City, Major General 
Thomas A. Terry oversaw the Army’s operations. Terry had graduated from West Point in 1908 
and commanded what was known as the Second Army Corps Area and later the Second Service 
Command from its headquarters on Governors Island.23 The area included New York, New 
Jersey, and Delaware. As leader of the Second Service Command, Terry bore responsibility for 
troops stationed in or passing through his district and oversaw medical military facilities. He and 
his staff worked closely with Commissioner Valentine and New York Health Commissioner 
Ernest Stebbins to identify and monitor sexually threatening women. Representatives from the 
Second Service Command attended meetings with the two municipal commissioners to discuss 
prostitution and venereal diseases in New York City, and sent detailed lists describing women 
from whom enlisted men suspected they had contracted venereal diseases and the locations of 
these illicit encounters.24 Throughout the war, the city’s Health department, the Police 
Department, and Army and Navy created a record of venues in which men met female “contacts” 
from whom they claimed to have contracted venereal diseases. This gendered system, however, 
relied on a number of assumptions, which constituted part of how what Allan Brandt describes as 
the “‘social constructions’ of venereal disease” functioned in this historical moment.25 Central to 
how officials thought about and shaped venereal disease policy was the idea that any venereal 
infection identified in a serviceman had been contracted from a recent female “contact.” 
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With assistance from these federal, military, and public health officials, La Guardia and 
Valentine prepared to banish vice from the city limits. Though they appreciated the interagency 
cooperation and assistance, the pair worried about the NYPD’s ability to handle a wartime 
increase in immorality and to protect enlisted men in the event of a war. They sought to preserve 
and expand the department’s existing anti-vice capabilities in preparation for a U.S. entrance into 
the conflict.  
 
The NYPD on the Eve of War 
What was the state of the city’s anti-vice policing apparatus in 1940? The NYPD’s 
numbers fluctuated during the war but averaged 16,924 from 1940 to 1945.26 The department’s 
command system was divided into boroughs, divisions, precincts, and posts. Detective squads, 
one of which corresponded to each of the city’s divisions, worked with the uniformed force.27 
Division commanders bore particular responsibility for the enforcement of “laws relating to 
public morals, gambling, and intoxicating liquors.”28 Undercover or plainclothes officers 
working in details out of the offices of the borough or division commanders were central to the 
NYPD’s regulation of violations of morals laws, though any member of the department could 
make an arrest for such a violation.29 After a morals arrest, borough or division commanders 
could designate the location in which the arrest occurred a “raided premise” and assign a 
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patrolman from the Raided Premises Squad to monitor the venue.30 Officers of the Raided 
Premises Squad were required to record information about the location at the close of each tour 
of duty. This information was then filed in the precinct in which the establishment was located, 
and formed the basis of applications for warrants, for summary arrests, or “other action as the 
circumstances may require.”31 Much of the NYPD’s policing of youth was organized through the 
Juvenile Aid Bureau (JAB). The JAB had been formed in 1930 to coordinate and expand the 
surveillance of young New Yorkers when a growing movement among social workers, 
criminologists, and law enforcement officials argued that monitoring children formed an 
essential component of “crime prevention.”32 In 1940, the JAB included a staff of 213 who 
worked in the main office at NYPD Headquarters at 240 Centre Street or in one of its thirteen 
field units spread out around the city.33 The NYPD also related to youth through the 
department’s Police Athletic League (PAL), which had been formally constituted in 1935. The 
PAL ran sports tournaments, games, and play centers in an attempt to offset the animosity with 
which children, particularly working-class and non-white children who played or worked on city 
streets, generally viewed police officers.34 NYPD leaders conceived of PAL programs as a 
means to teach young people a “code” of conduct, predicated on “obey[ing] the rules,” and 
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“liv[ing] a clean and honest life.”  Through these programs, the Police Athletic League was 
intended to “help to develop good Americans.”35 
Female members of the NYPD constituted another essential component of Valentine’s 
battle against wartime vice and urban disorder. By 1939, the NYPD rolls included 148 
policewomen, the official term for most female department members, and 16,342 patrolmen, the 
term for male police officers below the rank of detective.36 The NYPD coordinated the work of 
policewomen, through a Women’s Bureau overseen by the Commanding Officer of the JAB.37 
The Women’s Bureau was first formed in 1926, following a brief post-World War I experiment 
with a Women’s Precinct.38 Mary Sullivan directed the bureau from its formation in 1926 until 
her retirement in 1946 and described its members as “ranging from blondes…to whitehaired, 
motherly souls.”39  
Policewomen’s positions within the department overlapped inextricably with the policing 
of working-class and non-white women and children on the city’s streets, a connection that had 
existed since the department began accepting women in the progressive era. As historians Estelle 
Freedman and Mary Odem have shown, reformers in the late nineteenth century called for police 
departments to appoint “police matrons” to oversee female arrestees and reduce abuses from 
male guards. Roles for women in police departments expanded along with calls to regulate and 
criminalize the new social and sexual liberties of young working-class women in urban centers at 
                                                      
35 “Police Athletic League of All Nations,” Spring 3100, April 1939, 27. 
36 NYPD Annual Report 1940, 4.  
37 NYPD Manual, 1940, 23. Manuscripts and Special Collections, Lloyd Sealy Library, JJCA. 
38 Dorothy Schulz, “A Precinct of Their Own: The New York City Women’s Precinct, 1921-
1923,” New York History Vol. 85, No.1 (Winter 2004): 55.  
39 “35 Years on Force, Woman to Retire,” New York Times, April 3 1946, 26. Mary Sullivan, My 
Double Life: The Story of a New York Policewomen (New York: Farrar & Rinehart Incorporated, 
1938), 280-281.  
 30 
the turn of the twentieth century.40 Reformers and law enforcement officials conceived of white 
middle-class women in police departments as using their feminine properties to assist and protect 
disorderly or criminal women and children. As Samuel Walker has argued, the inclusion of 
women in police departments also coincided with and gained support from a push to expand the 
roles of police officers as “social reformers.”41 This drive occurred within the larger progressive 
era movements for state expansion and professionalization. Reformers believed that 
policewomen could soften and improve police departments’ impact on the women and children 
they policed. The “social reform” model of policing which criminologists, reformers, and police 
chiefs associated with female officers, however, also expanded the reach of police departments 
particularly over working-class and non-white communities.    
The drive to include women in projects of “social reform,” did not include Black women 
on an equal basis. Throughout the progressive era, Black women in New York had engaged in 
reform efforts, including in the criminal justice sphere, forming their own organizations or 
auxiliary groups. Those who sought to work in or with white institutions, however, often 
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experienced racism or exclusion themselves.42 Black women and girls received disproportionate 
attention from the police, but during the war years the NYPD included only a handful of Black 
policewomen, and there is no evidence that the department employed any Puerto Rican 
women.43 African American women in the department likely experienced challenges unknown to 
their white peers. In the 1990s, historian Andrew Darien interviewed Black women who had 
served in the NYPD. The interviewees commented that during their tenure supervisors had often 
assigned tasks associated with femininity to their white counterparts, while Black women 
received more dangerous assignments.44 For Valentine, white women had a special role to play 
in monitoring the increasing female misbehavior that emerged during the war.  
Policewomen could serve to monitor young women driven to misbehavior by the “lure of the 
uniform” and to take the place of male department members who joined the military. La Guardia, 
Valentine, and other NYPD officials fought to preserve the ranks of the department before the 
U.S. officially entered the war. The mayor argued that any peacetime conscription act should 
exclude police officers because of their essential role in protecting American cities. Members of 
the NYPD agreed. At the New York State Police Conference in August 1940, Patrolman Joseph 
Burkard, head of the Policeman’s Benevolent Association, introduced a resolution proposing the 
exclusion of policemen from conscription because of their role as “the first line in home 
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defense.”45 “The maintenance of law and order in our large cities,” La Guardia declared a month 
later, “is one of the most important functions of our National Defense Program.”46 The mayor 
argued that police officers received all the training necessary in their positions as law 
enforcement and were needed in the city until the federal government declared war. 47 Despite 
this advocacy, when Roosevelt signed the Selective Service and Training Act into law on 
September 16, 1940, it included no blanket exclusions for police officers. Officers could be 
granted individual exemptions based on their perceived expertise, but this practice was at the 
discretion of the draft board. During the war N.Y.P.D. ranks fell to more than 3,000 below the 
18,790 department members allocated in the budget quota.48 Though the department’s numbers 
decreased, Valentine devoted expanded resources from the officers who remained to monitoring 
and preventing vice and the city further augmented these forces with a volunteer police force. 
 
Meeting the Wartime Emergency 
Policing New York City became even more important to municipal officials after Japan 
attacked the U.S. airfields at Pearl Harbor on December 7th 1941 and the U.S. declared war on 
Japan and Germany on December 8th and 11th, respectively. Gotham’s officials stepped up their 
efforts to place the city “on immediate war footing.” La Guardia formed a War Emergency 
Board which included Valentine, the Fire Commissioner, the Commissioner of Public Works, 
and Deputy Commissioner of Hospitals and more than 500,000 New Yorkers volunteered to 
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contribute to civilian defense activities.49 Valentine assigned additional patrolmen to the 
waterfront, communication centers, power plants, and defense industry sites. He also directed 
commanding officers to inform their patrolmen to devote extra attention to public utilities, 
bridges, tunnels, ship yards, defense manufacturing plants, and other sites related to defense 
production and mobility around the city. Patrolmen delivered the first news of the attack to many 
sailors and soldiers. NYPD officers assisted members of the Federal Bureau of Investigation in 
arresting between 2,000 and 2,500 Japanese Americans and Japanese immigrants. Officers and 
FBI agents raided Japanese restaurants around the city and grabbed people in their homes. 
Agents directed Japanese American New Yorkers to pack a suitcase before transporting prisoners 
to Ellis Island while federal authorities evaluated their “status.”50 In the police department’s 
internal magazine, Spring 3100, Valentine reminded department members that since “modern 
warfare is no longer a matter of remote battlefields” officers faced a “grave” responsibility.51 
In order to appropriately protect New York City from the dangers of modern warfare, La 
Guardia created an auxiliary police force of unpaid uniformed volunteers known as the City 
Patrol Corps in January 1942. The mayor conceived of the Corps as an organization formed on 
“military lines” to assist the police.52 He explained the importance of this new agency to the 
public, proclaiming “in time of stress, particularly war-time, the responsibility of the Police 
Department is very great.”53 The initial stated aim of the City Patrol Corps was to prevent 
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sabotage at key infrastructure points and to provide NYPD backup at parades and special events. 
Veterans made up a significant proportion of its earliest volunteers and leaders.54 These ranks 
quickly expanded, however, to 7,125 volunteers in 1942, a significant addition to the 17,582 
members on the NYPD payroll in December of that year.55 The high rates of enrollment are not 
surprising given that the mayor sent letters threatening to revoke the deferrals of men who 
refused to participate in the City Patrol Corps. These letters warned recipients that deferment 
from the draft “does not entirely relieve you of your…patriotic duties to your country.”56 
As the war progressed, the responsibilities of City Patrol Corps volunteers shifted. Rather 
than patrolling vulnerable points around the city volunteers became responsible for the regular 
police work of monitoring civilians.57 New York’s City Patrol Corps became the only wartime 
police auxiliary to “perform police duties daily,” according to its commander.58 The head of the 
City Patrol Corps noted in his final report on the force that by early 1944 the commanders of 
City Patrol Corps Companies around the city had “been ordered to establish the closest and most 
cooperative liaison possible with police precinct captains, and give them the help wanted.”59 The 
mayor supported this transition and encouraged New Yorkers who wrote to him with concerns 
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about crime and delinquency to join the voluntary agency.60 Volunteers took orders from NYPD 
precinct captains, acting as armed adjuncts to the department. Though the head of the City Patrol 
Corps initially planned to arm volunteers with only nightsticks, he found that “the general 
attitude of the men was ‘no gun, not important.’”61 The NYPD provided both general training for 
all members of the corps in skills like the use of firearms and specialized courses for selected 
volunteers who then moved into leadership roles in their companies.62 The Amsterdam News 
commented in an article discussing the City Patrol Corps and the NYPD that “just about the only 
difference between the two is that CPs volunteer their service.”63 The regional director of the 
Office of Civilian Defense commented approvingly that City Patrol Corps volunteers were 
“cloaked with police authority.”64 
Members of the City Patrol Corps worked with NYPD precincts to monitor young 
people, suspicious women, and New Yorkers of color during the war. In the Bronx, Patrol Corps 
members patrolled concerts and dances at Poe Park with NYPD members and walked beats in 
the Hunts Point and Longwood neighborhoods.65 Volunteers monitored Times Square in the 
evenings together with regular members of the police force.66 The Headquarters of the City 
Patrol Corps Division in Queens reported that their volunteers proved “instrumental in the 
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apprehension of 21 juvenile delinquents” over the course of their operation (June 1, 1942 to 
August 31 1945) and noted “it is probable that many other incidents of minor nature have 
occurred in which the members of Queens division played an active part, reported or unreported, 
which are not included in the above [report].”67 Harold Kay, an African American lieutenant of 
the Corps in charge of recruiting in the Jamaica area of Queens declared that “juvenile 
delinquency and petty complaints…diminish in a neighborhood covered by the Patrol Corps.”68 
African American members of the Corps comprised part of the 1,500 Black civilian volunteers 
who joined the NYPD in patrolling Harlem during the unrest of August 1943, which will be 
discussed in more detail in Chapter Five.69 Their deployment, which the Harlem-based People’s 
Voice described as “superlative,” was partly a strategic move to prevent further confrontations 
between primarily white NYPD officers and Black residents angered by police brutality and 
racial discrimination.70  
Though official policy of the Patrol Corps encouraged the volunteers to avoid making 
arrests, in practice many violated this provision. The record of injuries reported by members of 
the City Patrol Corps indicate that volunteers performed arrests and engaged in routine police 
work. Dominic Albino of Brooklyn’s A Unit sprained his ankle and pulled muscles in his 
stomach while “attempting to subdue a number of ruffians on [his] post. Albert Capodici who 
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patrolled in Richmond’s B unit, sustained a scrape on the shin while pursing four boys he 
suspected of stealing lumber. One of the children threw a stone at the volunteer, hitting him in 
the leg. Two other volunteers reported injuries to their hands while attempting to make arrests, 
and another fell down while “attempting to subdue a disorderly person.”71 Patrol Corps 
Volunteers, like NYPD patrolmen, monitored and arrested New Yorkers for supposed criminal 
activity, and like their better-remunerated counterparts, met resistance. Through the City Patrol 
Corps, La Guardia and the NYPD augmented police power in the city during the war years.  
Divisions around the city assisted in policing for juvenile delinquency, but the 600 
members of the Women’s Division of the City Patrol Corps were seen as bearing a special 
responsibility for this task.72 Female volunteers, or Police Aides, assisted with clerical work, 
motor transport, and addressing “the problem of juvenile delinquency brought on by the war.” 
Aides received assignments to the Skating Rink at Flushing meadow Park, Grand Central 
Station, Madison Square Garden, Central Park, and “the post-graduate detail for Police Aides”- 
Times Square. The NYPD’s Juvenile Aid Bureau supervised these Police Aides who “assisted in 
sending many boys and girls…to their homes or to the juvenile shelters.”73 Members of the 
women’s division attended lectures provided by NYPD officers on how to spot lost children, 
foundlings, and runaways, and joined department members in patrolling railroad terminals and 
Times Square.74  
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Women joined the corps for a variety of reasons. Some women volunteered for the 
women’s corps because they “liked the idea of working with children,” while others appreciated 
the authority of the job, proclaiming “I’ve always wanted to boss my husband.”75 While women 
volunteers in the Patrol Corps enjoyed the opportunities for professional advancement and 
authority provided by the Corps, many also viewed their volunteer work as a means of 
participating in the war effort and helping children and young women need of guidance. The 
leadership of the City Patrol Corps and the NYPD structured the work of female Corps members 
around gendered responsibilities of policing children and young women. Though volunteers 
viewed their interventions into the lives of children and young women as a benevolent remedy to 
the social disruptions of war, the subjects of their policing did not often share this view.  
Like their counterparts in the Patrol Corps, female members of the NYPD became 
increasingly important in the city’s policing systems during the war, though in gendered and 
racialized positions. Valentine believed that the increasing criminality of young women during 
the war necessitated a particular feminine type of policing, which expanded the small foothold 
women had gained in the department by the late 1930s. The department raised the budget quota 
for policewomen from 166 to 184 in July 1942, and again from 184 to 190 in February 1943, 
where it remained throughout the rest of the 1940s.76 In February 1942, the City College 
Division of Public Service training began its first course for the training of policewomen in its 
two years of existence. The relatively new division expanded the course, which had previously 
accepted aspiring policemen and firemen, because of the shortages of male laborers due to the 
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draft.77 The NYPD openings were primarily for white women, since in 1945, the department 
employed only six Black policewomen, an increase from two in 1929.78  
In February 1944, Spring 3100 introduced a column entitled “Strictly for the Girls!,” 
which provides insight into the gendered and racialized framework that structured the roles of 
female NYPD members. The editors described the audience for this column as the department’s 
273 “feminine members,” as well as the “mothers, wives, sisters, and even sweethearts of 
members of the force.” The column would, editors declared, demonstrate that “‘our girls’- both 
in the Department and at home- are ever in our thoughts.”79 The column included a mixture of 
recipes, advice, and topical information. The advice covered make-up tips and the updates 
included how war rationing might affect the production of girdles. One story in the column 
chronicles the transition of a young woman who marries and gains weight, growing “careless 
with her once luscious form.” Authors described the young beauty’s “creamy-white hue of 
smooth-textured skin” noting that she was “a sight to quicken the pulse of any man.”80 In this 
articulation, authors made explicit a theme that ran implicitly through the columns and through 
the NYPD’s approach to both policewomen and policing young women: that the feminine 
qualities justifying women’s presence in the department were predominantly the possession of 
white women. Through the introduction of the column, Valentine and other department officials 
acknowledged that white women had a role to play in the police department, and that this role 
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proved increasingly important during the war. The title, and content of “Strictly for the Girls!” as 
well as the rationale provided for introducing it, however, clearly illustrate the gendered 
parameters of these positions.  
Women who joined the police department, however, had their own ideas about their 
roles. Felicia Shpritzer was a former teacher who became a patrolwoman on Oct 31, 1942. 
Shpritzer received a bachelor’s degree in mathematics from Hunter College and a master’s 
degree in speech from University of Michigan followed by a second master’s degree in police 
science from the City University of New York before joining the force. Shpritzer served with the 
Juvenile Aid Bureau and received a commendation in December 1944 for breaking up a robbery 
in a Manhattan movie theater.81 Shpritzer was ambitious and bristled at the NYPD’s policy that 
women in the department occupied one rank, that of policewoman, with no opportunity for 
advancement. Fifteen years after the war and following a long career in the department, Shpritzer 
would sue the city for the right to become sergeant. The city would fight back, continuing to 
argue that “the physical demands of many police functions made women unsuited for them.”82 
Shpritzer would eventually win and become one of the department’s first women sergeants, but 
during the war her work was limited to tasks the department defined as suitably female.83 
Velena G. Ellis was also highly educated and ambitious when she became one of the 
handful of African American women employed by the department in 1941. Ellis graduated from 
Hunter college in 1935 and worked with the Bureau of Attendance from 1935 to 1937. She 
earned an MS in biology from New York University in 1938, and then joined the Department of 
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Welfare as an investigator before joining the police department in 1941. Like Shpritzer, Ellis 
worked in the Juvenile Aid Bureau and received a commendation for her work after aiding 
detectives in arresting a man sought for a fatal stabbing.84 In the mid-1940s, the policewoman 
created a path for her own advancement in the department by going to law school. Following her 
admission to the New York bar in November 1945, Ellis expressed her plan to stay in the NYPD 
“because they need me now more than ever and I am particularly interested in the type of work I 
am doing.”85 The former policewomen commented that she had wanted to be lawyer since she 
was a child, but the NYPD’s restrictions on female advancement may have proved additional 
motivation. 
The careers of Shpritzer and Ellis illustrate the ways that gender structured the 
parameters of women’s work within the police department. Dorothy Schulz has called 
policewomen of this era the “bridge generation,” between the middle-class reformers who joined 
police departments in the progressive era, and the working-class women who would follow them 
and become more fully integrated into departments.86 They both worked with the Juvenile Aid 
Bureau for most of their careers, and faced the gendered parameters that Shpritzer later combated 
in court. As one of only six Black women in Lewis Valentine’s police department Ellis certainly 
faced challenges that Shpritzer did not.87 Women like Shpritzer could join the police force before 
the war, and Ellis could perhaps have been one of the two African American women in the 
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department. The wartime focus on the behavior of young women meant that policewomen’s 
services were increasingly in demand and the space for them in the department expanded. The 
increased policing of teenage girls, however, also restricted the social and sexual liberties of 
these young women and increased the vulnerability of girls of color.  
Patrolwomen’s advancement in the NYPD bore similarities to the experiences of women 
moving into other male-dominated fields of the civilian labor force during the war.88 Women 
working in wartime manufacturing faced new economic opportunities, but found that gendered 
assumptions about their family responsibilities and position in society persisted.89 Additionally, 
though the percentage of Black women engaged in industrial work increased from 6.5 percent to 
18 percent during the war, many employers still resisted hiring Black women or restricted their 
workplace opportunities more than those of white women. For example, as Karen Anderson 
notes, a survey performed by the United Auto Workers in April 1943 found that only 74 out of 
280 employers that hired women in production work expressed willingness to hire Black 
women.90 The experiences of patrolwomen also paralleled those of women in the military, who, 
Leisa Meyer contends, faced fewer opportunities than their civilian counterparts to break out of 
traditionally feminine responsibilities of service and support work.91 Although the positions of 
women in the military and the NYPD continued to be circumscribed by assumptions about 
women’s capabilities and limitations, women were not pushed out of these professions after the 
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war.92 Women in the NYPD were more integral to the city’s police department than their peers 
in other municipal police departments around the country, due to Valentine’s belief in women’s 
importance in anti-vice policing.93 The commissioner embraced policewomen, arguing that they 
proved essential to combatting wartime female misbehavior and morals laws violations. 
Valentine’s commitment to enforcing the city’s morals laws led him to create another 
new police division devoted to this task in January 1942. The commissioner established a new 
Division of National Defense in the NYPD, charging its twenty members with suppressing 
gambling, prostitution, and other forms of “vice” in areas frequented by soldiers on leave. 
Valentine and La Guardia viewed the new division as part of the city’s efforts to protect service 
men passing through its streets. These men, according to the commissioner and the mayor, could 
be entrapped or preyed upon by gamblers, prostitutes, or juvenile delinquents and they needed 
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protection from the venues that hosted such dangers. 94 From its headquarters on 300 Mulberry 
Street, members of the division set out to search for “gamblers, prostitutes, and criminals” who 
posed a threat to the health of the men in the armed services and men on the home front.95  
Commissioner Valentine oversaw the new squad directly with the assistance of Chief 
Inspector Louis F. Costuma. Costuma was a longtime department member, having joined the 
force in 1906. As a child, he had “loved a uniform,” but his immigrant parents, Bernard 
Costuma, a cigar manufacturer, and Sara de Young, could not afford his dream of West Point. 
Louis attended school through the eighth grade.96 Both Bernard and Sara, who arrived at New 
York from England and Holland, respectively, were Jewish, and Costuma participated in the 
NYPD’s Shomrin Society. During his time in the police department, Louis Costuma received no 
medals or citations, but made many “mediocre” arrests, in his own words. Costuma became 
Chief Inspector in 1939, after organizing the first Police Crime Prevention Bureau in 1929, 
which later became the Juvenile Aid Bureau.97 Costuma’s experience in the Crime Prevention 
Bureau prepared him well for his role suppressing gambling and other crimes of vice in the 
National Defense Squad. To Costuma, the city’s policemen were “soldiers of the public safety 
who must fight for the most part alone.”98 Throughout the war years, members of the Division of 
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National Defense patrolled the city on the lookout for prostitutes, gamblers, and juvenile 
delinquents. They focused particularly on Times Square and Harlem where, officials argued, 
enlisted men went in search of young women and a good time.  
Valentine and Costuma embraced La Guardia’s efforts to rid the city of wartime vice, but 
the department’s rank and file sometimes raised objections. In early 1942, the Police Benevolent 
Association pushed back against La Guardia over the enforcement of gambling laws by opposing 
the mayor’s efforts to prohibit wartime retirements. La Guardia, concerned about maintaining the 
manpower of the NYPD, sought to prohibit department members from retiring before the age of 
55 during the war, unless they were disabled. As the law stood in 1941, an NYPD member could 
retire and be eligible for a pension after serving for a minimum of twenty years. In January 1942, 
La Guardia had received verbal consent from the Police Benevolent Association for his plan to 
limit retirements. He had argued that the police department had a wartime responsibility to 
maintain its manpower. The mayor’s proposed change in department policy illustrated the 
importance he placed on maintaining police power during the war. The BPA supported the 
mayor’s proposal until an ongoing investigation into gambling and police corruption resulted on 
April 8, 1942 in disciplinary action against 49 department members, some of whom had applied 
for retirement at the start of the investigation.99 On April 13, 17, 500 members of the 
Patrolmen’s Benevolent Association voted “almost unanimously” to reject a proposal from the 
Mayor to stagger retirements and limit them to forty per month. PBA members also expressed 
irritation at a public statement from Commissioner Valentine scolding officers for visiting the 
racetracks when they were off duty. The PBA introduced a resolution condemning Valentine’s 
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interference with their personal liberties.100 A week later, La Guardia criticized the New York 
Times and the Mirror for writing about the controversy, claiming that such publicity had inspired 
“half a million people to lose confidence in their Police Department.”101 
Many African American New Yorkers already had little confidence in the police 
department. The contentious relationship between the NYPD and Black New Yorkers was 
structured in part by Commissioner Valentine’s belief that Black New Yorkers required 
particular attention from the police department. At a conference in June 1943, Valentine 
expressed his belief that African American, and Afro-Caribbean people did not belong in New 
York City and his anxiety with the fact that Black New Yorkers were becoming an increasing 
proportion of the city’s population.102 When discussing New York’s “negro [sic] problem” the 
commissioner remarked “we are all concerned by the possibility of disorder anywhere.”103 In his 
comments, Valentine described the possibility of racial conflict as a threat that Black residents 
carried with them, and provided aggressive policing of Black New Yorkers as the solution. 
During the war, when racial conflict could affect morale of the troops or impede wartime 
production, the commissioner believed this policing proved more important than ever. The war 
effort, therefore, presented both an alibi and a rationale to aggressively police the increasingly 
interracial city.  
Valentine did not, however, significantly raise the number of African Americans in the 
police department. Black New Yorkers protesting police harassment and brutality regularly 
demanded that the NYPD hire more Black patrolmen and promote African Americans who were 
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already in the department. Valentine and other high ranking NYPD officials claimed that they 
were open to these demands, but never followed through in practice.104 Annual NYPD reports do 
not consistently document exact numbers of Black NYPD members, but in 1942 the Amsterdam 
News reported that entire police force included only 131 black members of all genders.105 In 
1944, Valentine put the number at 200.106 If Valentine’s statement was correct, African 
American made up roughly one percent of the police department and six percent of the city’s 
population. Edward S. Lewis, executive secretary of the Urban League of New York City 
accurately argued that based on the city’s demographics, African Americans should constitute 
1,000 members of the department.107 African Americans in the department, furthermore, faced 
difficulties rising in the ranks. As Clarence Taylor notes, after the war the number of Black 
members in the NYPD increased to 564, but the department still included only six Black 
sergeants and one Black Captain in 1953.108 Despite Valentine’s resistance to hiring more Black 
officers, he cultivated an image of his department as open to qualified African Americans.  
The career and support of Samuel J. Battle, the first African American member of the 
NYPD, played a significant role in Valentine’s ability to present this image. After being named 
the department’s first Black sergeant in 1926, Battle became its first Black lieutenant in January 
1935.109 The lieutenant got along well with Valentine and considered La Guardia “the greatest 
                                                      
104 “Valentine Wants More Negro Police,” New York Times, May 1, 1944, 23. “Raw Deal for 
Harlem,” People’s Voice, October 2, 1943. 
105 “Negroes on the N.Y. Police Force,” New York Amsterdam-Star News, July 25, 1942, 6.  
106 “Valentine Wants More Negro Police,” New York Times, May 1, 1944, 23.  
107 “Harlemites Interested in Becoming Policemen,” New York Amsterdam News, July 31, 1943, 
10.  
108 Taylor, Fight the Power, 29.  
109 Browne, One Righteous Man, Chapter Five “Respect,” Kindle. 
 48 
mayor New York City has ever had.”110 He used his unique position to try to calm protesters 
during the Harlem uprisings of 1935 and 1943 and participated in public hearings that followed 
the 1935 conflict. He represented the NYPD in Baltimore when the Maryland governor wanted 
to integrate the police force and accompanied La Guardia to Philadelphia in uniform when the 
mayor was invited to speak at the NAACP’s annual convention in 1940. In 1941, La Guardia 
named Battle the city’s first Black parole commissioner. Though Battle felt conflicted about 
leaving the police force he believed he had a responsibility to accept the new position, and he 
spoke publicly about policing and racism throughout the war. He worked with the Urban League 
to prepare African Americans to take the police exam, and he served as a lieutenant colonel in 
the City Patrol Corps. After the unrest in Detroit in June 1943, Battle assisted La Guardia and 
Valentine in crafting a plan to enforce police restraint in the event of a similar uprising in New 
York, and he advised and assisted the duo when one broke out in Harlem.111 Battle played an 
important role in structuring Valentine and La Guardia’s policies and intervening in debates 
about policing during his time in the department and as parole commissioner.  
Black New Yorkers outside of the police department criticized racial discrimination 
inside the NYPD and discrimination enacted by the primarily white police force. The Amsterdam 
News noted that people were “constantly asking for an explanation as to why there are no Negro 
patrolmen and high-ups on duty throughout the most ‘democratic’ city in the world.”112 The 
News also reported that during a racialized conflict over juvenile delinquency in the Bedford 
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Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brooklyn, which will be discussed in Chapter Two, white members 
of the 77th and 79th Precincts refused to ride in radio patrol cars with Black officers.113 The 
People’s Voice argued that Harlem got a “raw deal” because the NYPD “pursued a policy of 
systematically replacing Negro detectives leaving the Harlem force with whites.”114 As Andrew 
Darien describes, frustration with discrimination led Black members of Harlem’s 28th Precinct to 
form a fraternal organization known as the Guardians in 1943, which other department members 
including Puerto Ricans joined as well. The Guardians was not officially recognized until 1949 
and Darien argues that recruitment was difficult because participants feared punishment from 
their superiors.115 Throughout the war racialized perceptions of criminality would structure the 
department’s implementation of anti-vice policing, and many Black New Yorkers and civil rights 
activists would criticize the anti-democratic practices of the police department.   
One way that the NYPD sought to create more positive relations between non-white New 
Yorkers and the police was through the department’s community policing and anti-delinquency 
campaigns. NYPD leaders hoped that these programs could generate support for the war effort 
and reduce civil rights protests. City and police officials used Police Athletic League programs 
and centers to engage young people in the war effort and to project a vision of racially inclusive 
citizenship at a time when many Black, progressive, and Communist New Yorkers were 
criticizing the department for police brutality and racist policing. In Spring 1939, the 
department’s official magazine touted that the PAL “brings into every-day contact children of all 
races, creeds and colors, and does much to promote comradeship among them.”116 William Kent, 
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who served as President of the Police Athletic League thanked readers of the Amsterdam News, 
for their support of the PAL in the League’s “battle” against delinquency on the home front, 
which was “more important than ever.” He also reminded readers that “in a world at war we 
Americans have much to be thankful for.”117 At a time of increased civil rights protesting, Kent’s 
statement invoked the war in an effort to deter such protests and criticism of the department.  
PAL programs sought to foster support for the war effort among young New Yorkers. 
The League’s “special wartime services” included “boost[ing] morale on the home-front, 
direct[ing] the activities of boys and girls into useful and healthful channels in line with the 
program of national preparedness, [and] afford[ing] youngsters an opportunity to participate in 
the war effort.”118 These “healthful channels” included a scrap paper collection competition, 
launched at all eleven PAL centers around the city. Each team took the name of a military outfit 
including Navy, Marines, or Waves. William Kent publicized the contribution as an important 
contribution to the war effort.119 The PAL also ran an essay contest on “what the PAL means to 
the boys and Girls of New York City” in which first prize was a $25 War Bond, second $15 in 
war stamps, and third $10 in war stamps.120 In a 1943 article about juvenile delinquency in the 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle, Valentine described the importance of the PAL and its ideal contribution 
to the war effort. The article included a letter from former PAL member Eddie Moe, now serving 
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in the U.S. Navy, in which the writer declared that it was through the PAL that he learned “how 
to behave myself.” Valentine commented of Moe’s letter “there can be no greater tribute.”121  
During the war, the NYPD worked to expand community programs like the PAL through 
the creation in November 1943 of precinct coordinating councils.122 Each of the city’s 81 patrol 
precincts set up its own coordinating council of local business owners, residents, and religious 
leaders.123 The stated objectives of these councils included aiding in “the prevention of 
delinquency and waywardness and the promotion of moral and physical welfare of the youth of 
the community.”124 Police officers and community members served on the committees, which 
sponsored discussions on topics including “the impact of war on youth,” and “the lack of home 
discipline,” as well as recreational and athletic activities. The Juvenile Aid Bureau also arranged 
a training course for officers and council members. According to JAB director, William Kent the 
essential goal of the training session was “to arouse in the residents of the community a 
perception of the necessity and value of localized activities to combat the evil influences preying 
upon our youth.”125  
In practice, the councils served multiple aims. Members of a coordinating council in 
Harlem described their activities as “an example of democracy in action” since in the course of 
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its work “representatives of all the various racial groups have worked side by side in a common 
purpose.”126 A leader of a coordinating council near the Brooklyn neighborhood of Crown 
Heights described the “good work” that the group was doing hosting athletic tournaments for 
youth. NYPD members in the 77th precinct participated in the games, and the winning children 
received shirts labeled “PAL” and “77.”127 The councils served as neighborhood community 
spaces which strove to provide positive recreational activities for young people. Many 
participants likely supported the councils as a way to reduce the justification for a large police 
presence in their neighborhoods. The councils also, however, worked directly with their local 
police precincts, expanding networks of youth surveillance and blurring distinctions between 
police and community supervision. Through the coordinating councils and the City Patrol Corps 
New York City and the NYPD augmented police power during the war.  
Valentine and other NYPD officials celebrated the successes of the Police Athletic 
League, and in the summer of 1944 the commissioner extended the league’s funding. Valentine 
enrolled the entire NYPD as dues paying members of the League, increasing the organization’s 
funding by over $16,000. In a public letter thanking Valentine, PAL head William Kent declared 
that the commissioner’s action sent a message that “the police are not only protecting the youth 
of our city, but, in a material way, are providing means to improve their physical, moral and 
cultural being, and affording them an opportunity to develop in the right way of thinking and 
living-the American way.”128 The Police Athletic League offered new activities, including a 
citywide outdoor recreation program launched in the summer of 1944, and department officials 
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noted a much larger competition pool than previous years, due to the participation of the precinct 
coordinating councils, launched in 1943.129 In May 1944, Spring 3100 introduced a new regular 
column entitled “News of the Police Athletic League.”130   
The belief that policing New York City formed as essential part of the nation’s war 
mobilization undergirded the expansion of these various policing projects throughout the war 
years. Spring 3100 worked to strengthen connections between men serving in the NYPD and 
those in the military. Spring 3100 published letters and articles written by police officers who 
were now serving in the armed forces.131 In March 1943, the magazine began running a 
collection of such letters in every issue in a column entitled “Yes…Spring 3100 Does Get 
Around.” The authors of such letters spoke of the thrill of reading descriptions of the NYPD’s 
activities, and the connection that they felt with the department’s members. In March of 1943, 
Lt. Stanley Koutnick, who had served as a patrolman in the 114th Precinct wrote to the editor of 
Spring 3100, from “somewhere in Africa.” Koutnick stated of Spring 3100, “this excellent 
magazine serves as a bond between our buddies in the Department and we members serving in 
the armed forces of our country.” The patrolman also noted that the publication “brings back 
many pleasant memories of our men in blue who are performing their duty at home just as we in 
khaki are doing abroad.”132 By sending Spring 3100 to enlisted men like Koutnick and 
publishing their letters, Valentine and his subordinates maintained a personal connection with 
NYPD officers serving in the military. The editorial tone of Spring 3100 and its celebration of 
both police officers and members of the military encouraged its audience to consider these jobs 
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equally important to the war effort. At the close of the war, such connections would be used to 
encourage veterans to join the police department.  
The landscape of wartime anti-vice policing proved a network of expanding and 
overlapping surveillance systems. Federal agencies provided support and oversight in the form 
the Social Protection Division and the Federal Bureau of Investigation. NYPD bureaus expanded 
anti-vice policing through the newly formed Division of National Defense and the increased 
numbers of policewomen. Volunteer police officers patrolled the city through the City Patrol 
Corps, neighbors monitored each other through the Precinct Coordinating Councils, and children 
volunteered for police supervision in the Police Athletic League. The chapters that follow will 
explore how this policing apparatus functioned during the war to facilitate the monitoring of 
civilians for crimes of juvenile delinquency, prostitution, gambling, and disorderly 
entertainment.  
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Chapter Two 
 
 “A Handmaiden to the War Conditions”: Constructing and Policing Wartime Juvenile 
Delinquency1 
 
In September 1939, anxiety about global instability marred the celebration of the New 
York World’s Fair. The manager of Poland's pavilion stayed in his office listening to radio 
broadcasts from Europe. At the French tent, employees contemplated being called back to France 
for a war mobilization. Visitors and staff at the Soviet Pavilion argued about the validity of the 
Nazi-Soviet Pact. Armed World's Fair policemen guarded all three pavilions as well as the Italian 
and British displays.2 Although the event continued as planned, the fair, like much of life in New 
York City between 1939 and 1945, occurred under the shadow of war.   
The World’s Fair served as the setting for a short story featured in the September 1939 
issue of Spring 3100, in which a policewoman apprehended a lone teenage girl. Every month, the 
magazine’s editorial staff, headed by Lewis Valentine, selected a short story to appear in the 
issue. Written, selected, and edited by NYPD members, the published stories can be seen as 
impressionistic reflections of the values of the department’s culture. In Virginia McCormick’s 
“Fair Morning,” the author describes her protagonist, new policewoman Jane Griffith, walking 
the grounds of the World’s Fair and eagerly anticipating her part in the fair’s police exhibit.  
Griffith stops when she notices a young woman sitting alone on a bench. After examining the 
girl from afar, Griffith determines that “something about her appearance” merits a closer 
inspection. The girl divulges her first name, Ruth, and a hometown outside of New York City. 
The policewoman instantly identifies Ruth as a missing child described in that morning’s paper. 
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Upon having her identity uncovered, Ruth tries to escape, but she proves no match for Griffith’s 
Police Academy training in “gymnastics and jiu jitsu.” A nefarious male companion arrives 
shortly thereafter and attempts to lure Ruth away. Griffith draws her gun on him, successfully 
holding the couple until backup arrives. The scene ends with the man arrested and Ruth taken 
into police custody. Griffith remarks, “the child’s mother will be very happy to see her again, 
and I think she will be a better girl for the experience.”3 Young women and policewomen like 
the fictional Ruth and Griffith would become increasingly central to NYPD responsibilities 
during the mobilization for war.   
Mayor La Guardia and Commissioner Valentine both fueled and responded to rising 
concern in public opinion about the activities of youth during the war. Many New Yorkers 
embraced a commonsense notion that a national military mobilization would increase juvenile 
delinquency.4 Journalists spread this idea, residents expressed it in letters to the mayor, and 
criminal justice figures at the municipal and national level sought to popularize it. Proponents 
argued that in a nation at war working mothers left children unattended, young women pursued 
enlisted men with abandon, increasingly interracial cities became sites of racial conflict, and 
blacked out streets lured youth to misbehavior.5 These unsupervised children, Valentine and La 
Guardia argued, were not only an urban problem, but a threat to national security. 
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 Two motivating concerns drove Valentine and La Guardia’s approach to policing youth 
during the war. Above all else, the pair believed that soldiers and sailors needed protection from 
young women who sought them out for sex and company. These wayward girls threatened the 
nation’s military strength by weakening the moral fiber of enlisted men and exposing them to 
venereal diseases. Throughout the war, Valentine and La Guardia directed NYPD officers to 
scour the city, especially the Times Square area, for young women. When found, these young 
women were to be taken into custody and either sent home or to a reformatory. Protecting 
enlisted men from venereal diseases justified heightened policing of young women and 
restrictions on their social and sexual autonomy, both of which were further structured by 
racialized conceptions of sexual experience and criminality endemic to Valentine’s police 
department.  
Valentine and La Guardia’s approach to juvenile delinquency was further motivated by 
their desire to prevent racial unrest in the wartime city. The thinking of the two leaders diverged 
slightly around this issue. Valentine viewed Black youth, particularly Black boys, as possible 
instigators of racial disharmony. He was generally sympathetic to white parents who complained 
that Black children made their neighborhoods unsafe, and he allocated significant police 
resources to monitoring youth in Harlem, which we will discuss in Chapter Five. La Guardia had 
more ambivalence about the racialized policing of youth. He believed that racism led some white 
parents to perceive delinquency in what was actually just normal childhood behavior. “Boys will 
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be boys and girls will be girls, regardless of race, color and creed” he noted in response to one 
such complaint.6 He was also aware that racist policing of youth could serve as a catalyst for 
protests or uprisings. The arrest of a Black Puerto Rican boy in 1935 had spurred protests and 
property destruction in Harlem.7 Both the mayor and the commissioner wished to avoid a similar 
episode during the war. At the same time, the mayor felt that youth crime destabilized the city, 
something that he could not afford during a military mobilization. The increased attention to 
juvenile delinquency during the war created an opening that conservative white residents in 
interracial neighborhoods used to call for a heavier police presence. Black New Yorkers, civil 
rights organizations, and Communist Party activists created an alternative narrative, arguing that 
during the war racialized accusations of delinquency were not only racist, but un-American. 
Ultimately, however, for La Guardia and Valentine the increasing urgency of maintaining order 
in the wartime city and protecting enlisted men from sexual female threats justified expanding 
the NYPD’s attention to young women and boys of color. As the nation waged war around the 
world, NYPD officers worked to combat youthful threats at home. 
 
Policing and Delinquency on the Eve of War 
The war was an exciting time for the many teenage girls who officials depicted as 
dangerous delinquents. Increased entry into the paid workforce provided new economic 
opportunities for some young women, and a reduction of parental authority for others, as mothers 
left the home for the factory. Young women comprised part of the almost fifteen percent of 
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civilians who moved away from their home counties or states during the war years.8 Historian 
Amanda Littauer has convincingly argued that along with these economic and social 
opportunities, came new sexual possibilities for young Americans, who now engaged in 
premarital sex at higher rates than their prewar counterparts.9 Journalists and advertisers also 
became increasingly aware of teenage girls as an independent segment of the consumer market 
during these years. Historian Kelly Massoni argues that Seventeen Magazine, founded in 
September 1944, played a key role in projecting and solidifying this emerging cultural, social, 
and commercial demographic.10  
Law enforcement and political leaders in Gotham and in Washington expressed dismay 
over the changes in young women’s behavior. They believed these behavioral shifts posed a 
sexual threat to the military strength of the nation and put the morality and safety of teenage girls 
at risk. Police and public health officials distinguished this threat from that posed by professional 
prostitutes or promiscuous adult women, imbuing the former with an element of paternalistic 
concern. The misbehavior of young women constituted part of a broader wartime increase in 
juvenile delinquency, officials argued, which for young women took the form of inappropriate 
sexual activity. Magistrate Henry Curran described these young women as  
the runaway girls who hate their homes, the devil-may-care girls swept up in the fever of 
war, [and] the girls who stand at the crossroads between life and death-for prostitution is 
death, dragging and painful to most those who practice it.11 
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 The Eight Point Agreement, the May Act, Public Health provision 17-B, and the heightened 
attention to policing suspected prostitutes applied to girls labeled juvenile delinquents. These 
young women were also, however, subject to laws and NYPD practices devoted particularly to 
them, including the Wayward Minor Law, first introduced in New York City in 1882, and the 
Juvenile Aid Bureau.12 During the war, officials constructed these young women as both 
dangerous and endangered and strengthened a web of policing systems to control them. In 
Curran’s words these policies sought to “bring happiness instead of misery to attractive, 
animated girls in their teens who should grow into radiant flowers, but who may turn into rotting 
weeds.”13 Policewomen, like the fictional Griffith, had a significant role to play in this 
hortological intervention because department leaders viewed them as uniquely suited to respond 
to this young female threat.  
 Policewomen and patrolmen used the state’s juvenile delinquency and wayward minor 
prohibitions as justification for monitoring young women. Officers and the courts invoked the 
Wayward Minor Law particularly against teenage girls and young women. In 1939, the law 
articulated five conditions under which a young, unmarried person between sixteen and twenty-
one years old could be judged a wayward minor. The conditions included using drugs or alcohol 
“habitually,” associating with “dissolute persons” or “thieves, prostitutes, pimps, procurers, or 
disorderly persons,” being present in a house of prostitution, or disregarding “the reasonable and 
lawful commands of parent, guardian or other custodian and [being] morally depraved or in 
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danger of becoming morally depraved.”14 Although the law applied to both young men and 
women, all regulations pertaining to juvenile delinquency were implemented in gendered ways. 
Police officers, city leaders, court officials, residents, and parents judged boys to be delinquent 
for suspicion of violence or minor theft. Girls and young women, however, were far more likely 
to be labeled delinquent or wayward for their social or sexual activities. The gendered 
association between sexual experience and delinquency structured policing, sentencing, and 
incarceration for young women. Officers saw young women on New York City’s streets, and in 
bars, clubs, and movie theaters as sexual threats in ways that NYPD members did not extend to 
young men. Court magistrates used evidence of sexual activity including pregnancy or positive 
venereal disease tests as proof of delinquency, and female victims of sexual assault or abuse 
could also be treated as juvenile offenders. A boy in Ruth’s position would likely not have 
attracted the attention of Griffith, or that of a policeman or women outside of a fictionalized 
story.     
Had Ruth existed outside of McCormick’s story, she would have had to navigate a 
juvenile justice system created during the progressive era. Griffith would have either located 
Ruth’s parents and required she return home, or taken her to one of two Juvenile Aid Bureau 
offices in Queens. Although members of the JAB bore particular responsibility for policing the 
city’s youth, any NYPD member could take a child into custody for a juvenile delinquency or 
wayward minor violation. At the court, Ruth would have been interviewed and arraigned before 
a magistrate in the Wayward Minors’ Court on Centre Street in Manhattan. If proclaimed a 
wayward minor, Ruth would have been sentenced to probation or an indeterminate sentence of 
up to three years, perhaps at the privately-run Florence Crittenton League.  Had she tested 
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positive for a venereal disease, however, Florence Crittenton would not have accepted her. In 
McCormick’s story Ruth had “blue eyes” and was the “well dressed and attractive” daughter of a 
“Connecticut merchant.”15 If she had been African American or Puerto Rican, her options would 
have been even more limited since many private reformatories accepted only white wayward 
minors. For young women, being taken into police custody usually initiated either a forced 
familial reconciliation or a protracted and invasive relationship with the Wayward Minors’ 
Court.  
In the prelude to U.S. entry into the war, officials worked to expand the city’s juvenile 
justice infrastructure to meet an anticipated increase in delinquency. Justice Stephen Jackson of 
New York City’s Domestic Relations Court presented a proposal to Mayor La Guardia in the 
spring of 1940 promising to reduce juvenile delinquency.16 Jackson, a young married father with 
two children, had been concerned about what he saw as increasing criminal behavior among the 
city’s youth. Jackson argued that the city could prevent juvenile delinquency by devoting more 
resources to monitoring youth and launching anti-delinquency publicity campaigns. Mayor La 
Guardia pronounced Jackson’s plans “not only impressive but workable” and placed the justice 
at the head of a newly-formed Bureau for the Prevention of Juvenile Delinquency.17 Jackson 
believed that educating youth and parents about the danger of juvenile delinquency constituted a 
key component of prevention. He launched publicity campaigns to spread awareness about what 
he conceived to be the risks facing young people, including a weekly radio program entitled 
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“Why Children Come to Court,” that ran on the municipal radio station. An account of the show 
in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle described the series as “opening the eyes of many of our adults to 
one of the grave problems of today, namely juvenile delinquency.”18 Jackson’s other speaking 
engagements in the fall of 1940 included multiple graduation addresses, meetings with a Harlem 
boys club, and attending a probation officers’ conference.19 The possibility of a wartime surge in 
delinquency both created a wider opening for Jackson’s suggestions and rendered them more 
necessary than ever in the eyes of many New Yorkers.  
Officials who worked in the Wayward Minors’ Court argued that the social disruptions 
likely to accompany mobilization would increase the numbers of delinquent girls. In December 
1941, two days before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Dorris Clarke, a liaison officer at the 
Wayward Minors’ Court and one of the city’s experts on female juvenile delinquency, completed 
a multi-year report on the functioning of the city’s Wayward Minor Court. Clarke was the first 
woman appointed Chief Probation Officer for New York City’s Magistrates’ Courts and a 
Wellesley College graduate. She received her certification as a probation officer in 1935. While 
serving in this position she attended night school on a scholarship at New York University’s Law 
School. By the end of the war, she had been admitted to bar and appointed to the top probation 
post of the Magistrates’ Courts.20 In her report, Clarke argued for an expansion of police powers, 
writing that  
under the present emergency, and with the increasing number of young girls found on the streets, 
in bar rooms, and in places of disrepute, consideration should be given not only…to broadening 
the charges under which adolescent girls could be brought within the jurisdiction of the court, but 
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as well, to assuring full powers of apprehension and detention of such adolescents found in 
questionable circumstances.21   
 
Clarke found the Wayward Minor Law of 1941 too limited in scope, and contended that the 
mobilization for war required expanded police and court powers over young women.   
In her report, the probation officer reflected on the gender and class dimensions of the 
enforcement of the Wayward Minor Law. Clarke argued that juvenile delinquency among girls 
presented “a distinctly different type of problem” from that of boys. Clarke contended that while 
adolescent boys “commit offenses against person and property,” adolescent girls should be 
considered “actual or potential sex offenders.”22 She also highlighted the role of class in 
determining whose behavior merited the label delinquent, arguing that though there was no 
difference between the actions of young working-class women and their wealthier counterparts, 
only the former appeared in juvenile courts. “The latter are simply shipped off to boarding 
school,” Clarke observed, “or allowed to give vent to their adolescent effusions in expensive 
night clubs.”23 The probation officer acknowledged the ways that the existing system of policing 
wayward minors exacerbated inequalities along lines of gender and class and expressed some 
sympathy with those caught inside its nets. She also, however, called for the expansion of that 
system to meet wartime conditions.  
 
Civilians and Officials Call for Monitoring Youth during War 
After the attack on Pearl Harbor and the U.S. entrance into the war, concern about the 
impact of war on youth was no longer hypothetical. In early 1942, the mayor attempted to 
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reorganize the city’s Juvenile Aid Bureau, cutting some investigator positions in order to meet 
budget restrictions. Many New Yorkers responded to this reduction in personnel with outrage, 
arguing that during the war juvenile delinquency was certain to surge. A minority bloc in the city 
council passed a resolution calling for the investigators to be reinstated and for the Juvenile Aid 
Bureau to add additional probation officers.24 La Guardia received dozens of letters from a wide 
swath of New Yorkers criticizing this move in a time of war. Members of the Civilian Defense 
Volunteer Office, the Midtown Business and Professional Women’s Club, and even the Young 
Communist League of New York State wrote complaining about the downsizing of the JAB and 
arguing that the war was certain to exacerbate problems of delinquency.25 The president of the 
Women’s City Club New York, Julia Bartlett, wrote a letter to the editor of the New York Times 
as well as a note to La Guardia. Bartlett argued that “since experience shows that delinquency 
always increases in wartime” the work of policing youth was more important than ever and the 
investigators should be reinstated.26 The New York Post excoriated La Guardia for “shrugging 
off the problem” presented by “hundreds of young girls on the loose along dimmed out 
Broadway with the soldiers and sailors on leave.” The only answer to this youthful female threat, 
according to the Post, was to increase the rolls of the NYPD “many times.”27 In 1943, after the 
criticism about the JAB cuts, the mayor increased the Bureau’s budget.28 The mayor made his 
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own decision to increase the JAB budget, but this episode demonstrates the popularity of 
connecting support for the war with support for policing youth and the opposition facing 
proposals that challenged either of these patriotic goals.    
J. Edgar Hoover used his national platform to raise awareness about the wartime threat of 
delinquency. As historian Jessica Pliley has argued, a central component of the early work of the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation and its precursor, the Bureau of Investigation, consisted of 
defining and policing “immoral” sexual activity of both commercial and noncommercial 
natures.29 In the late 1930s, Hoover and Courtney Ryley Cooper, who wrote positive coverage of 
the FBI for the popular press, sought to spread concern about juvenile delinquency and the 
sexual activities of young women.30 The mobilization for war presented a new lens through 
which to spread this message and Hoover took full advantage. In September 1942, Hoover 
warned a gathering of 800 of the nation’s law enforcement leaders that "juvenile delinquency is 
mounting rapidly” and that they should “expect another era of lawlessness such as swept the 
country after the last war."31  
Municipal officials shared Hoover’s concern about the social and sexual activities of 
young women. A month after Hoover’s comments, Justice Stephen Jackson spoke on the topic at 
a meeting of representatives of 200 agencies affiliated with the Welfare Council of New York 
City. At the meeting, Jackson discussed the “urgent war-crime problem" of juvenile delinquency. 
The justice informed his audience that most of the increase in juvenile delinquency was among 
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adolescent girls and was "particularly marked in sex delinquency." Other speakers agreed with 
Jackson, declaring that young women were deprived of boyfriends because of the war and 
became "uniform-struck."32 On December 14, 1942, the State Board of Social Welfare's 
Committee on Juvenile Delinquency also emphasized the criminality of young women at an all-
day hearing on wartime increases in juvenile delinquency. Many speakers commented that the 
increase had been most significant among "girls under twenty."33 In January 1943, Governor 
Dewey alerted the legislature of the perils of juvenile delinquency in a message describing the 
state’s wartime programs. He decried "the recent rise in juvenile delinquency” which he 
attributed to “the absence of many mothers who are at work on war jobs."34 Through the fall and 
winter of 1942, politicians and law enforcement officers at the municipal, state, and federal level 
connected the war to a general increase in juvenile delinquency and a particular increase in 
sexual misbehavior among young women. 
Hoover kept up his alarms throughout 1943 and law enforcement professionals 
recognized youth policing as a field with opportunities for expansion. “I do hope that during the 
year 1943 each police officer in America will assume an additional burden by taking it upon 
himself to pass on to the youths on his beat…the values of righteousness, high-minded thoughts, 
good moral conduct and clean, wholesome living,” Hoover proclaimed in an FBI Bulletin. 35 In 
February of 1943, the National Conference of Juvenile Agencies aptly declared that wartime 
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anxiety about the criminality of youth presented their profession with a “golden opportunity for 
total growth.”36 
In New York City, La Guardia expanded city resources devoted to preventing 
delinquency. The mayor may have been influenced by the numerous letters he received about 
young women like one from State Assemblyman Sigmund Robert Molinari of Staten Island. The 
assemblyman declared in his letter, “the fault does not lie with the young men in uniform… a 
great deal lies rather with many of the younger girls.” The Assemblyman suggested increasing 
the number of policemen and “especially the policewomen” around New York City and 
particularly on Staten Island to control these young women, in addition to a curfew.37 In 
February 1943, the mayor appointed a ten-member committee to investigate juvenile 
delinquency, headed by William Herlands, Commissioner of Investigation. La Guardia 
complained that "pressure groups" were overemphasizing the seriousness of delinquency, but 
relented after the City Council suggested the investigation. The committee included court 
magistrates, the superintendent of schools, an attorney representing the parent-teacher 
association, two members of the City Council, a district attorney from the Bronx, and one 
teenage boy. Advisors to the committee included William Kent, the head of the Police Athletic 
League, and Mark McCloskey, director of recreation for the city school system, among others.38 
The Committee embarked on a six-month-long investigation. La Guardia began directing the 
concerned residents and officials writing to him about youth crime to send their letters to the 
committee.  
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Policing and Protecting White and Black Girls 
The committee likely discovered many cases similar to that of Betty, who was arrested in 
March 1943. On the evening of March 22, three officers in the Juvenile Aid Bureau came upon 
Betty while patrolling midtown Manhattan. Patrolmen Weiss, Esposito, and Patrolwoman 
Kaplon stopped 14-year-old Betty and a male sailor as the couple enjoyed an evening stroll. The 
officers later recounted that Betty’s “youthful appearance and scanty attire” had aroused their 
suspicions.39 The officers separated the pair, and divided the work of interrogating them along 
gender lines. Although both Betty and the sailor relayed similar stories of viewing a movie and 
going for coffee, the officers determined Betty’s gender, age, appearance, and responses to be 
suspicious. The patrolmen found themselves “impressed with [the sailor’s] innocence and 
truthfulness,” and released him without recording his name. Kaplon, however, labeled Betty 
“reluctant and evasive.” The officers took Betty to the 18th Precinct where she was further 
interrogated. Officers then contacted her mother, who worked the night shift at Bendix Aircraft 
plant in Brooklyn, and her father, who worked as a truck-driver, and booked her as a juvenile 
delinquent.40 Any gender solidarity that Kaplon may have felt toward Betty did not prevent her 
from mistrusting the young woman’s statements and labeling her delinquent.   
Betty’s case proved illustrative of common concerns raised by officials and residents 
about delinquency, and ways that police officers monitored young women in light of these 
concerns. She sought out entertainment in Times Square and the company of soldiers and sailors.  
She rebelled against authorities at home and school, choosing to make her own schedule and stay 
in various rooming houses around the city. When found in the company of a sailor, it was her 
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behavior, and not that of the sailor, that officers found problematic and in need of correction. A 
patrolwoman interrogated Betty both during her arrest, and later after she was booked, to extract 
information about the details and causes of her “misconduct.” At Betty’s hearing, the defendant 
pledged to be a “good girl” going forward, and her working mother “admitted her neglect” and 
“accepted the entire blame” for Betty’s misdeeds. Records do not include the whereabouts of 
Betty’s father during the hearing.41  
NYPD leaders considered combing the city for young women like Betty central to the 
“special wartime services” required of officers in the Juvenile Aid Bureau. These services 
included “strict supervision of premises frequented by men of the Armed forces and to which 
young girls are attracted” and “special attention to the growing problem of…unsupervised 
children” whose parents were engaged in war work.42 Commissioner Valentine directed Officers 
in the JAB and the Division of National Defense to devote particular attention to Central Park 
after a neighbor complained in September 1942 of “hundreds of sailors and girls standing idly 
about.” NYPD officers took twenty young women into custody following the complaint, 
referring them to the Juvenile Aid Bureau and notifying their parents.43 JAB officers also worked 
closely with schools, branches of the Armed Forces, and community members. Official policy 
directed the commanding officers of precincts to visit the principals of all high schools and 
colleges within their jurisdiction at least once a month to discuss collaboration with the police, 
“particularly…with relation to vice, gambling, and vandalism.” Sergeants were also required to 
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visit schools once every month, and to check in with custodians.44 Young women were also 
monitored through the precinct coordinating councils the JAB set up in November 1943 to fuel a 
“militant community movement to curb juvenile delinquency.”45 By 1943 the number of arrests 
for juvenile delinquency had increased 33 percent increase over those of 1941.46  
Though Betty was a young white woman, young women of color in New York City also 
set out in search of social and sexual freedoms. Novelist and journalist Ann Petry represented 
these young women through the character of Annie May who stays out late, shops, and wears 
“too much lipstick” in a 1946 short story entitled “In Darkness and Confusion.”47 These young 
women had to contend with higher arrest rates than their white counterparts. African American 
girls were disproportionately represented among children alleged to be delinquent in Children’s 
Court. In the first two months of 1942, 1943, and 1944 the court recorded that African American 
girls constituted 44, 33, and 37 percent of the total numbers of girls brought before the court, 
respectively, though Black New Yorkers comprised only about six percent of the city’s total 
population. These records described arrestees as “white” “negro [sic]” or “other,” so the 
information that can be extracted about the racial or ethnic identities of these children is 
                                                      
44 Division Orders #4. June 15, 1943. Folder 12, Roll 109. Subject files: Juvenile delinquency, 
FLGC, NYCMA.   
45 Sixth Deputy Police Commissioner William M. Kent discusses the coordinating committees in 
relation to retrenchment in P.A.L. budgets in his refutation of the report of the Mayor’s 
Committee on Juvenile Delinquency, Kent to La Guardia, August 12, 1944, 7. Folder 37, Roll 
111. Precinct Coordinating Committee Constitution and Bylaws, not dated. Folder 18, Roll 110. 
Subject Files: Juvenile Delinquency, FLGC, NYC Municipal Archives. 
46 From Valentine to La Guardia, June 5, 1943. Folder 12, Roll 110. Subject Files: Juvenile 
Delinquency, FLGC, NYCMA.  
47 Ann Petry, “In Darkness and Confusion” in Miss Murial and Other Stories (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1945), 264. Farah Jasmine Griffin describes Annie May as one of the “too-too 
girls” who represented a possible female counterpart to young male zoot-suiters. Farah Jasmine 
Griffin, Harlem Nocturne: Women Artists and Progressive Politics During World War II (New 
York: Basic Civitas, 2013), 122-123.  
72 
 
limited.48 Demographic information about young women arrested as wayward minors is further 
limited since the NYPD did not analyze arrest statistics by race. Valentine spoke freely to the 
press, however, about the threats he saw embodied in Black and Puerto Rican boys and adult 
women in Harlem, and it is likely that Puerto Rican girls may have been disproportionately 
arrested as well.49 In addition to higher rates of arrest, young women of color also faced risks of 
police brutality generally unknown to white teenage girls 
In March of 1943, the same month as Betty’s arrest, an officer in the Transit Police 
assaulted Ethelen, a fifteen-year-old African American student in a subway station at 211th 
Street. Ethelen had been passing through the turn-style when the officer ordered her to move 
faster, and slapped her after deciding she was not complying. When the teenager responded by 
trying to kick the officer away, he dragged her by the hair into the men’s toilet, shutting the door. 
Ethelen’s friends, who witnessed the event, told the People’s Voice that they could hear her 
screams outside the toilet. The officer also struck at a group of students who had gathered and 
tried to intervene for Ethelen’s protection. One white student in the crowd, Harriette, called the 
34th police precinct and reported that a girl was being beaten in the subway station. Shortly 
thereafter a group of policemen arrived and pulled Harriette into the bathroom with Ethelen 
before taking both girls to the precinct.50  
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Ethelen’s schoolmates, family, and community were outraged at the attack, which they 
framed within the larger contexts of police relations with Black New Yorkers and the national 
war mobilization. They launched a campaign to remove the officer with the support of the 
People’s Voice newspaper, the NAACP, the National Negro Congress, the Harlem People’s 
Committee, and the New York Communist Party.51 Journalists reporting on the incident for The 
People’s Voice capitalized the “MEN’S TOILET,” perhaps emphasizing their dismay at this 
element of Ethelen’s attack as an example of the many ways that white police officers did not 
apply ideas about femininity to Black women and girls. Other critics commented on the way that 
NYPD officers refused to protect Black girls, as in the case when police declined to follow up on 
a report of a series of attempted assaults on a 15-year-old African American girl.52 One mother 
wrote to the People’s Voice expressing her horror at the attack on Ethelen, which she imaged 
could easily have happened to her own daughter. The author described Harlem as “overrun with 
police” and wondered “can you tell me the difference between Gestapo attacks on Jewish people 
in Nazi occupied Europe and anti-Negroism in Harlem?”53 Although the officer responsible for 
the attack on Ethelen served in the Transit Police, a unit technically independent from the 
NYPD, the mother writing to the People’s Voice connected the teenager’s experience to the 
police presence in Harlem. She argued that for young women like Ethelen an increased police 
presence around the city, and particularly in predominantly Black neighborhoods, could increase 
the risk of such assaults. Despite the significant organizing campaign, the transit officer 
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successfully argued that he had been acting in self-defense during the assault. He returned to 
work following a three-week suspension.54  
Racialized ideas of innocence structured not only police violence, but also the policies of 
the Wayward Minors’ Court. The court segregated young women by race, religion, degree of 
offense, health status, and pregnancy. Officials argued that segregated reformatories enabled 
adolescent offenders to avoid “associations” with older or more experienced prisoners, and 
provided a familiar environment for their moral uplift.55 Court policies suggest, however, that 
these different markers of status and identity actually worked together to define an individual’s 
level of supposed innocence or guilt. For example, the private reformatory of the Florence 
Crittenton League accepted “non-infected white girls,” and “occasionally, a young, well-behaved 
Negro girl,”(underline in original). Inwood house, on the other hand, accepted “venereally 
infected [sic], white, pregnant girls” and “Negro girls” under 16. Administrators of some 
institutions, like Cedar Knolls, which was maintained by the Jewish Board of Guardians, 
reserved the right to select the young women that they deemed “most suitable for its particular 
courses.”56 The House of Detention and Westfield State Farm, both of which housed older 
prisoners, were the reformatories of last resort. The court sent white wayward minors to these 
institutions only rarely, but for Black girls they constituted “practically the only facilities 
available.”57 In this hierarchy of supposed purity, the court ranked at the top young, white girls 
who tested negative for venereal diseases and were not pregnant. For Black girls and young 
women, and likely for Puerto Rican girls as well, the courts implicitly regarded their race as 
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evidence of a lack of innocence. Many scholars have explored the ways that race, gender, and 
innocence have been mutually constituted in American justice systems.58 Historians Cheryl 
Hicks and LaShawn D. Harris examine these dynamics in New York City in the years before 
WWII. Hicks shows how associations between whiteness and femininity impacted treatment 
adult Black women received in New York City’s courts. Harris explicates how NYPD officers 
and police informants targeted Black women in New York City for arrest, violence, and 
harassment in the 1920s and the ways that Black New Yorkers resisted these attacks.59 Within 
this historical context, it seems likely that the same racialized perception of female purity that led 
magistrates to send young Black women to the House of Detention and Westfield State Farm, 
also influenced patrolmen and policewomen as they kept their eyes out for delinquent girls on 
the city’s streets. Though the impact varied for young women of different races, the wartime 
focus on female juvenile delinquency led to increasing interactions between young women and 
members of the NYPD.  
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Geography and Racism: Delinquency in Bedford-Stuyvesant and Times Square 
 
Geography intersected with racism to structure the city’s approach to delinquency and 
communities’ responses. Valentine and La Guardia saw Times Square as ground zero for female 
misbehavior. They dispatched members of the Division of National Defense and City Patrol 
Corps volunteers to the entertainment center to prevent girls from meeting the soldiers and 
sailors who also flocked to the district. The pair worried less about these trysts in other 
neighborhoods. In other parts of the city, like Harlem and the Brooklyn neighborhoods of 
Bedford-Stuyvesant, debates about delinquency served different purposes. In Harlem, 
delinquency was one of the many supposed problems that justified the NYPD’s significant 
presence in the neighborhood. In Bedford-Stuyvesant, white conservative residents claimed that 
misbehaving Black youth threatened their security and property values. These accusations 
resulted in a months-long controversy about racism, delinquency, policing, and citizenship in the 
fall of 1943. Examining youth policing in Bedford Stuyvesant and Times Square provides insight 
into the different ways the threat of delinquency was used throughout the city during the war. 
Though La Guardia and Valentine generally supported increased policing of youth, they did not 
always control the narrative around wartime juvenile delinquency.  
A few months after Ethelen’s attack in Manhattan, white residents in Bedford-Stuyvesant 
began launching complaints about juvenile delinquency in their Brooklyn neighborhood. 
Brooklyn’s Midtown Civic League, a white supremacist group with a history of using armed 
intimidation to try to drive Black residents from the neighborhood, complained about crime and 
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delinquency throughout the summer of 1943.60 League members sent a petition to Governor 
Dewey in which they claimed crime had caused fearful white residents to vacate Bedford-
Stuyvesant, resulting in the loss of millions of dollars in real estate and mortgage investments.61 
In late summer 1943, County Judge Louis Goldstein appointed a grand jury to investigate 
complaints about crime in the neighborhood and to issue a presentment, or a written statement, 
describing the result of their investigation. While most grand juries in New York state hear 
evidence and issue indictments on felony criminal charges, a grand jury can also be empaneled to 
conduct an investigation into a particular accusation. These juries, sometimes known as special 
grand juries, call witnesses and hear testimony, often pertaining to allegations of government 
corruption.62 According to the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, Goldstein appointed the 1943 grand jury 
after receiving complaints from Brooklyn attorney Norman Silver about disorder in the 
neighborhood.63 Though the driving force behind the presentment was animosity from white 
residents toward their Black neighbors, the grand jury’s investigation framed crime and 
delinquency as the neighborhood’s primary problems. 
Judge Goldstein, who oversaw the grand jury, believed in harsh penalties, militarism, and 
racial hierarchy. He warned juries against “pamper[ing]” young offenders by sending them to 
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youth court and suspended sentences for first time offenders if they agreed to enlist in the armed 
forces. In February 1945, Goldstein celebrated sending between “200 and 300 boys into the 
armed forces.” One sent the judge a letter declaring “I promise that the first time I shoot a Jap I’ll 
shout ‘that’s for Judge Goldstein!’” which Goldstein proudly shared with the press.64 Goldstein 
sentenced two Black male trolley operators to multi-year sentences each in Sing Sing for using 
force to defend themselves against violent attacks from white passengers in the winter of 1944.65 
In his public remarks on the case, Goldstein invoked common racially coded criticisms of 
African Americans in positions of power, arguing that the trolley operators had not only used 
violence, but had also “been arrogant, discourteous, disrespectful.”66 Both this outlook and the 
increased concern about juvenile delinquency citywide may have influenced Goldstein’s decision 
to act on Silver’s complaint by calling a grand jury in the summer of 1943.  
Brooklynites who served on the grand jury and can be found in the historical records 
came from the borough’s white professional class. Of the all-white grand jury’s twenty-three 
members, eleven could be found in the 1940 census or in newspaper articles discussing the 
presentment produced by the jury.67 More than half of these jury members owned their homes, 
and all but two were engaged in professional fields including insurance, banking, business, sales, 
and law.68 In their public presentment, the jury declared that the Bedford-Stuyvesant 
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neighborhood in central Brooklyn hosted a “most unusual and extremely deplorable state of 
lawlessness.” The grand jury highlighted youth crime and prostitution as particular problems. 
The authors of the presentment stated that “most crimes are committed by young children below 
21 years of age.” They declared that “groups of young boys armed with penknives…roam the 
streets at will” and that “prostitution is rife” in the neighborhood, which jury members described 
as “a cesspool of filth and venereal disease.”69   
The jurors heard testimony from over one hundred witnesses, only one of whom was 
African American, before releasing their report on crime in the neighborhood.70 With the 
exception of an unlisted number of “representative citizens,” the mayor, and the police 
commissioner, most witnesses were criminal justice professionals, business or homeowners, or 
clergymen. The grand jury’s public statement reflected the perceptions of criminality held by this 
professional class. Jury members lamented that “hundreds of formerly very fine one-family 
homes are now occupied by from 3 to 8 families” and accused residents of illegally accessing 
home relief. Jurors argued that the neighborhood was insufficiently policed and that its JAB unit 
was understaffed. The authors of the presentment also noted, perhaps anticipating accusations of 
racial discrimination, that “many eminent, responsible and trustworthy Colored citizens of this 
area” concurred with their evaluations.71 La Guardia, however, when questioned about the 
“foregoing facts” frankly stated “this is the Negro question we are talking about…when a 
neighborhood changes its complexion that way there is bound to be trouble.”72  
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For grand jury members, much of this “trouble” came from Black male youth. The 
presentment discussed the problem of “groups of young boys armed with penknives” and 
“youthful hoodlum offenders.”73 Similar claims about the criminality of youth of color, 
particularly boys, were also being levied in Los Angeles, as historian Luis Alvarez has argued.74 
Most of the specific crimes cited by the Brooklyn jurors depicted Black boys robbing or 
assaulting adults or other children. In the presentment, the grand jury produced what Stuart Hall 
has described in another context as a “description of associations,” in which they connected 
African American youth, crime, poverty and Bedford-Stuyvesant, without any clear structural or 
causal argument.75 Through this circular combination of associations the grand jury members, 
and the journalists who repeated their findings translated the generalized concern about juvenile 
delinquency into a localized and racialized problem of “youthful hoodlum offenders.” In 
response to this “problem,” the grand jury called for more patrolmen, more JAB officers, harsher 
sentences for young offenders, investigations into relief rolls in the neighborhood, prohibitions 
on congregating in public and carrying knives, and the expansion of the “Colored State Guard” 
from 250 to “at least” 3,000.76   
Jurors found La Guardia personally responsible for Bed-Stuy’s supposedly criminal 
environment, initiating a conflict between the mayor and defenders of the grand jury. “The fault 
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lies… with the Mayor of this city,” the report declared, for “failing to invoked all the powers at 
his command to prevent the lawlessness we have referred to.”77 The People’s Voice described 
the grand jury’s accusations as “a two-pronged fork aimed at La Guardia and the Negro 
People.”78 The Brooklyn Daily Eagle came down strongly on the side of the grand jury, running 
detailed favorable coverage of the presentment and the ensuing conflict between the mayor and 
conservative white residents. The paper discussed the grand jury’s finding under the salacious 
front-page headline, “Thugs Rule, No One Safe, Body Finds,” and published the entire 
presentment on page two.79 A Daily Eagle reporter expressed sympathy with the sentiments of 
the grand jury, arguing that “the law-abiding people of the Bedford area and, indeed, of all 
Brooklyn…have been crying out for adequate protection from the fringe of hoodlums and 
criminals who have been allowed to roam the streets.”80  
Members of the Midtown Civic League shared the sentiments of the Daily Eagle reporter. 
On November 21, a week after the presentment appeared in the press, the League hosted white 
patrolman David Liebman who broke department ranks to criticize the mayor and to discuss low 
morale in the NYPD, which he attributed to the influence of the “sunburnt element” on city 
government. Henry E. Ashcroft, an African American lawyer and probation officer at the 
Brooklyn Court of Special Sessions, was also in attendance at the meeting. Ashcroft attempted to 
counter Liebman’s derogatory statements, informing attendees “for two hours you have been 
treated to a fine tirade against the Negro race,” but was met with shouts of “throw him out” from 
                                                      
77 “Presentment of the August 1943 Grand Jury,” 12.  
78 Yvonne Gregory, “Bedford ‘Civic’ Meeting Not So Civic After All,” People’s Voice, 
November 27, 1943, 3.  
79 “Thugs Rule, No One Safe, Body Finds,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, November 15, 1943, 1.  
80 “Bedford Crime Presentment Puts Mayor on the Spot,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, November 16, 
1943, 10. 
82 
 
the audience.81 Yvonne Gregory of the People’s Voice declared that, though attendees at the 
meeting purported to be engaging in rituals of ‘good citizenship,’ the discussion revealed “the 
distorted features of fascism.”82 By comparing American racism to fascism and invoking 
wartime citizenship, Gregory used the rhetoric of the war mobilization in the service of 
combatting the criminalization of Black New Yorkers.     
For NYPD higher -ups, Liebman’s language proved a problematic articulation of the 
ideology that implicitly undergirded department policies: that African Americans did not belong 
in New York City and should not influence city government. Following the meeting, NYPD 
officials moved quickly to bring charges against Liebman, who was suspended for violating 
Section 161 of the Department Rules and Regulations, which forbid department members from 
making public speeches on police matters.83 Liebman’s intervention in a public dispute between 
white conservative Brooklyn residents and La Guardia and Valentine may have played a role in 
motivating department officials. The optics of a white patrolman uttering racial slurs at the 
meeting of a group that Black New Yorkers were denouncing as “fascist,” however, were 
undeniably bad for La Guardia and Valentine. The duo worried about the possibility of racial 
unrest during the war, and sought to avoid blatant displays of racial prejudice. The NYPD 
charged Liebman with “causing a condition that might have led to a riotous condition,” for his 
use of a racial slur.84 All city officials were highly aware of the possibility of unrest in the fall of 
1943, since Harlem residents had broken out in protest the previous August after an NYPD 
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officer assaulted an African American woman and shot a Black soldier at the Braddock hotel, 
which will be discussed in Chapter Five. Not all department members shared Valentine’s 
outlook, however. After Patrick Harnedy, president of the Patrolmen’s Benevolent Association 
(PBA), signed a public letter supporting Valentine and La Guardia and condemning Liebman, a 
disgruntled PBA delegate publicly criticized Harnedy and Valentine for refusing to stand behind 
a department members. “It is high time the membership wrest control from this craven group” 
the delegate declared “who…volunteer as witnesses against one of their number.”85 Although 
supporters of the presentment defensively proclaimed “It has nothing to do with race,” the 
controversy around Liebman’s statements weakened this argument.86 
La Guardia and Valentine both argued the entire investigation into crime in Bedford-
Stuyvesant was driven by political motives, unsuccessfully attempting to dissipate interest in the 
jury’s presentment. Under pressure from conservative white residents and groups like the 
Midtown Civic League, however, they initiated their own survey of crime in the neighborhood. 
La Guardia directed 420 policemen to perform surveys throughout the neighborhood. These 
officers canvassed residents, inquiring as to the number of members in their families, the racial 
makeup of each apartment unit, and who supervised any children.87 On November 20th, 1943, 
Valentine produced a report directly addressing the claims made in the grand jury’s presentment. 
Valentine’s report took issue with the overall assessment that the NYPD’s inadequate policing of 
Bedford-Stuyvesant was leading to rampant youth crime. Valentine argued, in contrast, that the 
numbers of patrol and detective forces assigned to the neighborhood had been increased during 
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the war, when other precincts were losing officers to military release.88 Valentine sought to 
deflect the grand jury’s claims of a particular problem with delinquency in Bed-Stuy by citing a 
general increase in the misbehavior of youth during the war. The commissioner argued that, “war 
acts as a psychological spur to daringness on the part of youth,” and gestured to an increase 
juvenile delinquency nationwide as evidence that the condition was not unique to Bed-Stuy.89 In 
his report, the commissioner attempted to frame the NYPD’s presence in Bedford-Stuyvesant in 
a way that would satisfy the white Brooklynites calling for more police without offending Black 
residents or civil rights activists.  
Black residents of the neighborhood, members of civil rights organizations, and 
Communist Party activists had already mobilized against the attack on the neighborhood. Herbert 
T. Miller, executive secretary of the Carlton Avenue branch of the YMCA, spoke out against the 
presentment, arguing that Bedford-Stuyvesant was targeted because of racism rather than 
concern about crime. Miller hosted a gathering at the YMCA at which participants passed a 
resolution calling for an inter-racial committee to “repudiate statements of the grand jury 
presentation, which are false and misleading,” a group to explore Black unemployment and 
accusations of racial discrimination at plants in Brooklyn, and publicity about the lack of 
playgrounds in the neighborhood.90 Shortly after Miller’s criticism, residents and supporters 
organized a public event criticizing the presentment. Communist City Councilman Peter 
Cacchione described the criticism of the neighborhood as “an organized fascist attack” and 
argued that it was orchestrated by enemies of the government seeking to “help Hitler and prolong 
the war.” The Brooklyn chapter of the NAACP also held a rally in opposition to the presentment. 
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Edward Strong, Executive Secretary of the National Negro Congress presided over the rally, 
which was attended by over 200 people, including members of the CIO, AFL, Teachers Union, 
American Labor Party, and Brooklyn Urban League.91 For the New York Teachers Union 
speaking out against accusations of criminality in Bed-Stuy constituted part of a larger campaign 
against Jim Crow and anti-Semitism, both of which, historian Clarence Taylor has argued, the 
union depicted as un-American and contrary to the war effort.92 Adam Clayton Powell and Peter 
Cacchione joined other speakers addressing a crowd of over 1,000 people at a November 25th 
event at the Brooklyn Academy of Music. Speakers denounced the “Hitler tactics employed 
against the loyal Negro people of Bedford-Stuyvesant.” Critics described the presentment as 
attempt to “set brother against brother.” Powell criticized Sumner Sirtl, head of the Midtown 
Civic League, as “a native fascist” and a “home-bred spokesman for real estate interests.” 
Speakers called for improved recreational activities, ending discrimination in armed services and 
war industries instead of the tactics proposed in the presentment.93 The People’s Voice identified 
Sirtle as one of Brooklyn’s “primary fascists” and Powell criticized the presentment, Sirtle, and 
officer David Liebman in his regular “Soapbox” column in People’s Voice.94 Powell raised the 
issues of police violence and harassment while proclaiming “the City of New York has a 
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responsibility…of providing more recreational and educational facilities [for the 
neighborhood’s] expanding new population.”95  
Despite this significant organizing campaign and La Guardia’s reluctance to agree with 
the grand jury, Valentine assigned additional officers to Bedford-Stuyvesant in response to the 
presentment. After the NYPD investigation, the commissioner assigned 133 additional police 
officers to the neighborhood, including 32 detectives, and established a new unit of the Juvenile 
Aid Bureau, which included two officers, ten patrolmen and ten policewomen. 96 Valentine also 
reorganized NYPD operations in Bed-Stuy. He placed the command of the 13th Division in Bed-
Stuy under the supervision of Inspector William O’Brien, who had overseen the NYPD survey 
that had formed the basis for the department’s response to the presentment.97 
 The episode in Bedford-Stuyvesant constituted a conflict over how to identify and 
respond to wartime juvenile delinquency. White conservative Brooklyn residents mobilized 
charges of delinquency and criminality in an effort to expand the police presence in the 
neighborhood and make Black residents feel unwelcome. Valentine and La Guardia, aware of the 
racial dynamics at play, sought to present police activity in the neighborhood as adequate, but 
not racially discriminatory. Black residents and civil rights activists attempted to reframe the 
presentment as a racist attack that proved dangerous and anti-American during the war. Though 
Valentine and La Guardia were not generally sympathetic to the supporters of the grand jury 
report, in the militarized context of the war the pair responded to the controversy with additional 
police forces. 
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Though La Guardia and Valentine were ambivalent about expanding the police presence 
in Bedford-Stuyvesant, they fully supported heightened policing in Times Square. They framed 
the central Manhattan district as a particular site of debauchery and danger where young women 
flocked to meet and entertain soldiers and sailors. The neighborhood housed the high-end Astor 
Hotel, theaters that had survived the Depression, dance halls, bars, and cheap cafes. In the 
evenings service men loitered on the streets, forming what journalist Meyer Berger described as 
a “GI gauntlet,” for the young women entering the forty-second street subway.98 The Black 
weekly newspaper, the New York Age, ran an article in August 1942 expressing frustration that 
Hearst newspapers continued to publish stories about a “Harlem crime wave” when the real 
center of the city’s “flourishing vice traffic” had, in fact, moved to midtown.99  
In the summer of 1942, Valentine assigned a special squad of twelve patrolmen and 
twelve policewomen from the Juvenile Aid Bureau to monitor the entertainment district in 
civilian clothes. These plainclothes officers roamed midtown from 10 pm to 6 am and focused 
particularly on dance halls, bars, grills, taverns, theaters, and rail and bus terminals.100 
Department leaders charged officers assigned to Times Square with searching for “victory girls,” 
or, as a member of the Department’s Division of National Defense, described them “young 
girls…who enter New York City for the specific purpose of following the movements of service 
men.”101 Throughout 1942, this unit apprehended 431 young women. In 1943, the number 
increased to 587, and from January 1, 1944 to August 31, 1944 officers took 568 young women 
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into custody.102 Probation officer Dorris Clarke’s concern that “twelve and fourteen year-old 
girls were being arrested for prostitution, most of them in Times Square in the company of 
soldiers and sailors,” was justified.103  
Roger Butterfield, national affairs editor for Life magazine, depicted midtown Manhattan 
as a site of danger in a December 1943 article that New York City’s Municipal Reference 
Librarian recommended to readers of the NYPD’s Spring 3100. Librarian Rebecca Rankin 
described the article, “Our Kids Are in Trouble,” as “one of the most realistic” on the topic of 
juvenile delinquency.104 “Along New York’s Broadway and around the Central Park boathouse 
in warm weather, girls of 14, 15, and 16 promenade in pairs, so heavily ‘made up’ that 
servicemen are rarely aware of their extreme youth,” Butterfield declared. In a section discussing 
“the girls,” Butterfield reported FBI figures that arrests for “crimes against common decency” 
including vagrancy, drunkenness, disorderly conduct, prostitution and other sex offenses, had 
increase 69.6 percent in 1943 over the same period in 1942. Butterfield summed up the situation, 
explaining, “the teen-age girl, with a pretty but empty head, and an uncontrolled impulse to share 
somehow in the excitement of the war, has become a national problem child.”105 Butterfield also 
reflected on possible solutions to this problem, arguing that “a figure of increasing importance on 
the American scene is the trained policewoman, who can often do the preventive job with young 
people better than a policeman.”106  
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Throughout the spring and summer of 1944, the NYPD worked to maintain a vigilant 
presence over young women in the city’s central entertainment district. La Guardia expressed 
frustration after reading a Sunday news expose in which the author recounted seeing “girls of 
apparently high-school age, dancing with pickups in uniforms.” The determined young women 
even came to blows “fighting over a sailor they’d just met,” according to the author. “What I 
cannot understand,” the irate mayor complained to Commissioner Valentine, “is that if this 
reporter saw these children, why do not the police see them, the Juvenile Aid Bureau, and the 
Patrolwomen?” The mayor directed Valentine to increase nightly patrols in dancehalls and 
declared that patrolmen should interrogate any girl in these establishments who appeared under 
age.107 In March of 1944, the Commanding Officer of the volunteer City Patrol Corps met with 
the Sixth Deputy Police Commissioner to strategize how to best patrol in Times Square. The 
officials worked out an arrangement in which six additional members of the City Patrol Corps, 
three men and three women, would join the regular members of the Police Department in Times 
Square from 8 p.m. to 12 a.m.108 In the summer of 1944, the mayor’s committee produced 
another report tackling juvenile delinquency. This committee argued that JAB patrols should be 
further increased in order to better “seek out delinquents” particularly in “amusement areas,” 
railroad and bus terminals, and “underprivileged neighborhoods.”109 Committee members also 
proclaimed that the mobilization for war required increased “vigilance” by officers on patrol 
since “unsupervised children only too easily find their way to delinquency.” According to 
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committee members this was “particularly true of young girls who are attracted by the lure of the 
uniform.”110  
 
Female Delinquency Goes to the Movies 
Young women under the influence of the “lure of the uniform” were a common topic in 
wartime popular culture. Charlotte Ware, the editor of the newly-formed Seventeen Magazine, 
wrote to the La Guardia about the topic in November 1944, just two months after the magazine’s 
creation. Ware informed the mayor that the staff at Seventeen was “particularly concerned about 
the behavior problems of teen-age girls,” and sought his service as a judge in a contest among the 
magazine’s readership for how to best influence the behavior of their peers.111  
The highest grossing movie of 1944, Going My Way, featured a young woman who left 
home for the lure of New York City. The Paramount picture, which went on to win seven Oscars 
and was named as the “standout film for 1944” by the N.Y. Film Critics, was released on May 3, 
1944.112 That same month, the “Pick-Up Girl,” which the New York Herald-Tribune described as 
a “juvenile delinquency drama,” opened at the Forty-Eighth Street Theater.113 In Going My Way, 
Bing Crosby starred as Father Chuck O’Malley, a young Priest sent to an impoverished Catholic 
church. On O’Malley’s first day at the church, a police officer stops by with a young white 
woman. The officer describes how he had almost mistaken the young woman for a prostitute, 
before changing his mind and deciding to help her. He recounts to O’Malley, "I was just about to 
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tell her, look sister, not on my beat. When she turns around, and right away I sees I'm out of 
line." The young woman, Carol, played by Jean Heather, informs O’Malley that she ran away 
from home because her parents disliked the way she wore her hair and disapproved of her 
boyfriends. She admits to O’Malley that she has no money, but promises she will "get by" with a 
wink. Later in the film, Carol couples up with the son of the church’s creditor, Ted Haines, who 
does not approve of the relationship. In a confrontational scene, Haines storms in on Carol and 
his son, Ted Haines Jr., who are cohabitating in an apartment. Haines Sr. threatens to have Carol 
“thrown out of town,” and tells Jr. that she was “picked up on the street.” The young couple 
inform the father that they are in love and recently married. Haines Sr. declares he plans to have 
the marriage annulled and launches into a speech about responsibility. His son interrupts the 
speech by entering the room wearing an Army uniform. Haines stares wide-eyed and speechless, 
while Carol kisses her husband, telling him “God bless you.”  
Carol’s depiction in the film echoes off-screen anxieties about the dangers of young 
women flocking to the city in search of men in uniform, and the discretion attributed to police 
officers in how to handle such women. Carol’s decision to leave home and travel to New York 
City is presented as frivolous, self-centered, and imprudent. She had no plans and needs the 
assistance of a trio of male authority figures, the priest, the patrolman, and her well-to-do 
boyfriend, to get settled in the city. Haines Jr.’s enlistment legitimizes his marriage to Carol and 
her presence in the city. Prior to learning of Jr.’s enlistment Haines Sr. argues that the couple has 
no sense of responsibility or propriety and the marriage must be annulled. Seeing his son in 
uniform, however, signifies to Haines Sr. that Jr. has accepted his masculine civic responsibility, 
thereby proving his readiness for marriage. Carol then transitions from a frivolous sexual threat 
to a woman performing her duty of supporting an enlisted man within the confines of marriage. 
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The entire sub-plot between Carol and Haines Jr. is made possible by the way the patrolman read 
her appearance. He determined, based on her presentation as a young, white, middle-class 
woman, that she should be assisted informally by the priest and not processed through the police 
department. The spectre of punitive measures remained, as illustrated by Haines Sr.’s threat to 
have her thrown out of town, but this result was less restrictive than that faced by many of 
Carol’s peers. Though Carol ultimately conforms to societal expectations, like many of her real-
life counterparts, she sought to chart her own path in the wartime city.  
 
“Getting a Good Time While She’s Young”: Girls Resisting on their Own Behalf 
 
Many families, community members, and even children themselves accepted the NYPD’s 
policies of monitoring and arresting young women in the city. Civil rights organizations, African 
American community groups, the Communist Party, and some interracial liberal organizations 
defended children like Ethelen who were victims of violent assaults, but rarely took up non-
violent policing of young women. Many New Yorkers likely accepted the NYPD’s policies 
toward young women as the only perceived bulwark against real physical and sexual dangers that 
young women could encounter in the city.  Others may have embraced the popular idea that 
young women posed a threat to the health of servicemen and, therefore, the national war effort. 
Within these frameworks, the NYPD’s policies toward young women appeared a necessary 
wartime measure. Some young women, and their families, however, resisted or complained, 
disrupting the regular power relations between themselves and the state.114 
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A small number of parents criticized the department’s attempts to restrict the liberties of 
young women. In the spring of 1944, Elmer Robertson, a father from Long Island wrote to the 
mayor protesting the treatment his daughter had received from police officers at a skating rink. 
Robertson noted that officers “singled out” his fifteen-year-old daughter and her friends, 
removing them from the skating rink in front of other patrons. The officers held the young 
women in an enclosed office, and refused the girls’ requests to telephone their parents. In his 
letter, the father described his daughter’s experience of being “deeply humiliated,” and treated as 
if she had committed a serious offense. He connected his criticism of the police officers’ 
behavior to the war effort, wondering, “is this the freedom we are all working so hard for?”115 In 
a response to Robertson’s letter, La Guardia expressed sympathy for the girl’s embarrassment 
and her father’s opinions. The mayor also, however, scolded Robertson for allowing his daughter 
to be out at night, and informed the father that according to “most of the mothers who have 
written me…teen age girls should not be out late at night.”116 
During a heat wave in August 1944, five white teenage girls determined to be out late at 
night succeeded in an elaborate escape from the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Children’s Reformatory in downtown Brooklyn. Mary, Margaret, Estelle, Carmen, and Jean had 
been remanded to the institution after being tried for juvenile delinquency at the Manhattan 
Children’s Court. While at the court, one of the young women received a manicure file as a gift. 
Days later, in the hot August night, the young women used the file to scrape through a brass 
padlock securing the window guard in their dormitory. They monitored the night watchwoman, 
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sending signals when she approached and then resuming their work after she passed by. Once 
they had broken the lock, the girls climbed out of the window and up a fire escape to access the 
roof of the building, carrying their bed sheets with them. After reaching the roof, they knotted 
the sheets together and climbed down onto the roof of the Children’s Court building next door. 
The group successfully evaded the court building’s custodian and escaped down the stairs, 
fleeing onto the street. They succeeded in hailing a cab, despite lacking shoes and wearing white 
shelter uniforms. The quick-thinking girls informed the taxi driver that their clothing had been 
stolen while they were at Coney Island.117 The shelter staff did not notice the girls were missing 
until the morning after their escape. This dramatic adventure illustrates the determination of 
some young women to avoid imprisonment and flout the authority of the state and their parents.  
Elizabeth, the mother of one of the escapees complained to La Guardia that the 
employees of the reformatory had been negligent in allowing the escape. The mayor replied “the 
shelter is not a prison” although employees take “every precaution” to insure the “safekeeping” 
of the children remanded therein. La Guardia qualified this comment, noting that when children 
use “such extreme” measures to escape “it is almost impossible to restrain them.”118 Employees 
of the reformatory further informed Elizabeth that since her daughter had run away from home 
four times before her escape from the shelter “nothing too serious could happen to her at this 
point beyond what has already happened to her.”119 The callous responses from shelter 
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employees and the mayor suggest that, though officials often used language of protection to 
justify policing young women, the well-being of these young women was not the state’s 
paramount concern.  
After their escape, the young women parted ways. One traveled to Coney Island to meet 
her boyfriend. These young women may have agreed with another nineteen-year-old who 
rejected her sister’s concern that she was “fast becoming a wayward girl,” proclaiming that she 
was “getting a good time while she is young.”120 Despite attempts on the part of their family 
members, police, and the courts to control them, young women valued their autonomy and 
exercised control over their own lives.  
 
Conclusions and Expanding the Wayward Minor Provisions 
 
By the last year of the war, legislators in Albany were taking note of the demand for more 
aggressive policing of young women in New York City. Senator Fred Young of Lewis County, a 
sparsely populated region north of Syracuse, and Assemblyman MacNeil Mitchell of Manhattan 
collaborated on bills to strengthen police power over young women. Young and Mitchell, 
inspired by reports from New York City Court Magistrates Henry Curran and Raphael Koenig, 
sought to expand the Wayward Minor Law. In February 1945, they sponsored companion bills 
adding a new category to the preexisting law. Their bills broadened the category of wayward 
minor to include a young person between the ages of 16 and 21  
who without just cause and without the consent of parents, guardians or other custodians, 
deserts his or her home or place of abode, and is morally depraved or in danger of 
becoming morally depraved, or who so deports himself or herself as to willfully injure or 
endanger the morals or health of himself or herself or of others121 
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Although the bill used gender neutral language, Mitchell described its true targets in a letter to 
Governor Dewey requesting the governor’s support. Mitchell explained that his goal in 
expanding the statute was “to permit the court to take jurisdiction in the ever-increasing number 
of cases of runaway girls.”122 
 Koenig and Curran argued that female juvenile delinquency was on the rise, and that the 
NYPD needed freedom to exercise greater control over “these young girls.”123 Curran connected 
the need to expand police power over young women to the war effort, but also argued that the 
situation would continue after the end of the hostilities. He argued to Governor Dewey that 
“these are not only war emergency bills, but also they go to the root of the whole future of this 
Wayward Minor Court for Girls. We cannot successfully do this work with these young girls 
unless the bills become the law.”124 Judge Koenig elaborated on the rationale behind the bills in 
a report to the governor. Koenig first stated that the existing Wayward Minor Statute generally 
required that a parent or guardian raise a complaint. He argued that this provision restricted the 
ability of police officers to use the law. Koenig claimed this restriction proved problematic “in 
the large communities throughout the State and particularly in New York City.” Further, he 
explained, the new provisions “are primarily designed to enable a Police Officer or someone in a 
similar capacity to be the complainant.” Koenig lamented that “New York City is a haven for 
runaway girls” and that “the police are seriously handicapped in dealing with that problem.” 
Koenig and Curran argued that the new laws would set up the state to more aggressively police 
young women in the post-war period when “the rate of delinquency will unquestionably rise.”125   
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Koenig and Curran may have been overstating the “handicap” that police officers faced 
under the pre-1945 Wayward Minor Law, since throughout the war, police officers had the 
power to initiate wayward minor cases and to refer cases to the Juvenile Aid Bureau. Police 
officers, in fact, initiated a significant majority of cases referred to the Juvenile Aid Bureau. In 
1942, officers referred sixty-six percent of the total cases, while parents and relatives referred 
nine percent.126 In both 1943 and 1944, police officers in the Juvenile Aid Bureau or other 
departments referred ninety-four percent of the cases accepted by the Bureau for ongoing 
attention. Parents and relatives, in contrast, referred half of one percent of cases in 1943, and one 
percent of cases in 1944.127 Under the Wayward Minor Statute, however, parents could revoke or 
refuse to lodge a complaint regarding their child, and therefore, if the offense had been 
disobedience, the court would lose the ability to prosecute. The bills Young and Mitchell 
sponsored removed this restriction, thereby facilitating convictions.  
Governor Dewey signed the Young bill into law on April 16, 1945. He declared of the 
bill “it is designed to meet the new conditions arising from the spread of delinquency among 
young people, particularly those who have left their homes.” When signing the bill, Dewey 
declared that “with millions of fathers away and millions of mothers helping the war effort of the 
nation in industry, it is our task to take unusual measures for our boys and girls.” 128 The Young 
bill, though not intended solely as a wartime measure, further inscribed the wartime anxiety 
about female delinquency into law.  
Throughout the war, La Guardia, Valentine and other city officials embraced “unusual 
measures” to monitor Gotham’s youth. The municipal leaders reframed the priorities of the 
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NYPD around protecting soldiers and sailors traveling through the city and preserving wartime 
urban order. The officials enthusiastically pushed for intensified monitoring of young women, 
and were responsive to white Brooklyn residents who claimed that delinquency from Black 
youth required a heavier police presence in their neighborhood. The exigencies of the war 
justified expanded police surveillance. Girls and African American boys were subject to this 
surveillance, but many officials believed that it was adult women who constituted the nation’s 
most dangerous domestic threat.  
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Chapter 3 
 
“Another Form of Sabotage”1:  The NYPD and Anti-Prostitution Policing  
 
Of all the moral problems that threatened the wartime city, none was more dangerous in 
the eyes of La Guardia and Valentine than prostitution. The city’s crusades against prostitution 
were longstanding, but during the war the battle lines were redrawn; prostitutes became not only 
a moral blight, but a threat to national security.2 La Guardia and Valentine had combatted 
prostitution, which they considered immoral and disorderly, throughout the 1930s.3 The 
mobilization for war granted a new context for and urgency to their anti-prostitution policies. 
Prostitutes, and sexually active “lone women,” sought to prey on the sexual desires of 
servicemen, engaging in what Lewis Valentine described as acts of “sabotage.”4 As the nation 
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prepared for the possibility of war, the mayor, the commissioner, court magistrates, and health 
officials expanded the city’s ability to police, arrest, and incarcerate suspected prostitutes. New 
York served as a key site for men shipping out to Europe, and sailors and soldiers on leave 
flocked to Gotham for entertainment and excitement. To city officials, these men represented the 
nation’s current and future ability to compete on the international stage; protecting them from the 
dual threat of promiscuous women and venereal disease was a wartime duty.  
While in the city, enlisted men sought out New Yorkers for sex and company. La 
Guardia’s administration, the city’s Health Department, military officials, and NYPD leaders 
argued that such encounters threatened the morals and the health of enlisted men by putting them 
at risk of contracting venereal diseases. Servicemen visiting New York picked up women, other 
servicemen, and male civilians for nights on the town, but federal and municipal officials 
focused on women as dangerous venereal disease carriers. To protect against this danger, 
officials called for vigilant policing of women they considered likely to carry venereal diseases, 
engage in sex with servicemen, or work as prostitutes. “Prostitute” was a label that officials 
applied to women who fell into any of these categories, rather than a description of someone who 
engaged in a particular type of commercial sexual exchange. 
Public health and police leaders discussed prostitution as a clearly defined and 
identifiable type of sexual relationship, but this was far from the case. It could take multiple 
forms, was not always distinguishable from other types of socializing, and generally produced no 
forthcoming witnesses. For magistrates, public health officers, and members of the NYPD, 
therefore, two primary ways existed to identify suspected prostitutes or sexually dangerous 
women. The first was to follow up on reports from the military or Health Department. These 
reports were provided by men who tested positive for venereal diseases and named women with 
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whom they had recently had sex. The second was to patrol the city looking for women whose 
appearances raised red flags. Officials considered African American women and Puerto Rican 
women of all classes and working-class women across races particularly likely to engage in 
prostitution or carry venereal diseases. These women, officials believed, required additional 
police attention. Officers applied this logic to their patrols, perceiving women in these groups as 
suspicious and dangerous, particularly if officers saw them alone, with servicemen, or in an 
interracial couple. The drive against the wartime dangers of commercialized and casual sex 
fueled targeted policing of women, while also obscuring the racial and class components of this 
policing by describing prostitutes as an undifferentiated female threat.  
As the war progressed, officials further complicated the distinction between commercial 
and non-commercial sex, arguing that all sexually active women were moral and physical 
threats. Though prostitution certainly existed in wartime New York City, it was less central to 
the city’s sexual and social life in the 1940s than in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century, as Elizabeth Clement and Timothy Gilfoyle have argued.5 This marginality, however, 
did not stop La Guardia, Valentine, the city’s health commissioners, and Army officials from 
intensifying the policing of women believed to be sexually threatening during the war.  
The city monitored and processed suspected prostitutes through gendered court and 
police systems. Women arrested for prostitution were processed through the Women’s Court, 
housed on the second floor of an aging building on the corner of Sixth Avenue and Ninth Street 
in Manhattan.6 The Women’s Court dated back to 1910 when progressive reformers had pushed 
for its establishment as part of a national effort to expand state regulation of working-class 
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female sexuality.7 “It is called the women’s court” Magistrate Anna Kross commented on the 
name and function of the Sixth avenue facility in 1938, but “it is really the court of criminal 
prostitution.”8 Kross was remarking on the gendered divisions in the way the city’s police and 
court systems conceived of, monitored, and processed people for the crime of prostitution. 
Though men were also arrested and charged with vagrancy, prostitution, or being a “street 
walker,” such crimes constituted a much smaller proportion of male arrests and were processed 
in the city’s Harlem Prison Court at 170 East 121st Street.9 The preexisting conflation of 
prostitution with particular types of womanhood gained popularity and significance as officials 
became increasingly preoccupied with the moral and sexual health of American servicemen.  
 
Mobilizing Against Prostitution in the Wartime City and Nation 
In wartime New York City, Mayor La Guardia, Police Commissioner Lewis Valentine, 
and Health Commissioner Dr. John L. Rice embraced federal calls to take action against 
prostitution. Rice had been raising public awareness about venereal diseases since the late 1930s 
and had even called federal funding for venereal disease control, “one of the important potential 
factors in national strength” in testimony before the Senate.10 As the Eight Point Agreement and 
the Selective Service Act moved the protection of American servicemen to the center of national 
discourse, the NYPD increased arrests for prostitution in New York City to 4,960 in 1940, a 
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twenty-three percent increase over the annual average for the previous four years. Magistrates 
also convicted arrestees at higher rates than in previous years.11  
Women who were targeted by this type of policing and arrested for prostitution by the 
NYPD are not easy to find in the historical records. Because such crimes were misdemeanors, 
court records do not include trial transcripts or extensive information about the defendants. 
Prostitution arrests of unknown women were not covered in newspapers or magazines. Those 
whose names can be found in the census records, however, were overwhelmingly working-class 
or poor. They were women like Sarah, a married 35-year old African American manicurist who 
lived as a lodger in a building on Seventh Avenue. Sarah was unable to work at the time of the 
census and had been employed for only twenty-six weeks in 1939. She had completed 8th grade, 
and listed her income for 1940 as 130 dollars, and noted that she had no other income sources.12  
Bernice, a 26-year old African American widow who had not attended college, was arrested on 
December 11, 1940 and sentenced to the House of Detention for Women.13 Alice was arrested 
for vagrancy and prostitution in June 1940, and was convicted and sentenced to 120 days in the 
workhouse. She was a white 51-year old woman who lived as a lodger on Dean Street in 
Brooklyn. Alice was a widow who had completed up to the sixth grade in school. In the census, 
she stated that she was not employed for pay, but that she was looking for work, and that she had 
only worked twenty-six weeks in 1939. Her monthly rent was 16 dollars and fifty cents.14 
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Rosetta was a married domestic worker with a 6th grade education struggling to find work. She 
had immigrated to New York City from the Virgin Islands and was arrested May 14, 1941.15 
Adeline appeared relatively well situated at the time of her arrest, but the white, married, 28-
year-old bookkeeper had fallen into unemployment. She was arrested July 23, 1940.16  
The female arrestees who appear in the 1940 census are not a perfect representation of all 
women arrested for prostitution or of the complete dynamics that characterized wartime anti-
prostitution policing. It is, for example, easier to find older women who lived in the same address 
for multiple years than younger or more transient women. Despite this gap in the sources, the 
NYPD and city officials were deeply concerned with the sexual activities of young transient 
women, as discussed in Chapter Two. The information provided by the census about these 
women, however, does provide a slightly fuller picture of the lives of some of the women 
arrested for prostitution, which frequently included economic hardship. 
The extant sources suggest that women arrested for prostitution were disproportionately 
African American. The NYPD’s annual reports included records of arrests organized by offense 
and gender, but not by race, so the role of race in driving these arrests must be culled from other 
sources. In a report on prostitution published by the Welfare Council of New York City in 1941, 
the author noted that in 1939 black women had accounted for 54 percent of the arrests for 
prostitution, despite comprising only 4.7 percent of the city’s population. The author commented 
that she was “struck” by the gravity of the racial disparity in arrests.17 As LaShawn Harris has 
argued “extreme poverty, sexual abuse and trauma, and the active pursuit of sexual desire and 
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pleasure brought a diverse yet significant group of black women into sexual labor.”18 The 
extreme disparity in arrests for prostitution for Black and white women suggests that NYPD 
officers targeted Black women and Black neighborhoods when making arrests for prostitution. 
Throughout the war years, Valentine and the federal Social Protection Division advocated for 
increasing the aggressive policing of African American women, suggesting that 
disproportionately high arrest rate of Black women recorded in 1939 was not likely to decrease 
in the years following.  
City officials devoted significant attention and ink to discussions about the prevalence of 
venereal diseases among Puerto Rican migrants as well. In the years immediately preceding the 
war, La Guardia and his administrators wrote to federal officials expressing concern that “there 
is a substantially larger proportion of venereally infected persons in the insular possessions than 
on the Continent”19 The Deputy Mayor reached out to the Commissioner of Welfare in the 
summer of 1938 strategizing as to how to prevent migrants from accessing public economic 
support, and noted “it appears that they bring a good deal of contagious disease.”20 Dr. Rice 
reflected on the challenges of the migration of people with venereal diseases across state lines. 
He noted that, though “we have been studying the Puerto Rican situation as it relates to venereal 
diseases for some time…the only method of enforcement that we can see is to examine all 
individuals coming from Puerto Rico at the point of entry.” Rice noted that he “feared” the 
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response to such an approach since, “it would certainly be discrimination and one might well ask 
why examine Puerto Ricans and not examine those from other states.”21 The letters from La 
Guardia’s office reveal that officials’ opposition to Puerto Rican migration into New York City 
informed their thinking about venereal disease control. As the mobilization for war brought more 
weight to anti-prostitution policing and discussions of venereal diseases, officials’ race and class 
perceptions of which women were most likely to work as prostitutes or carry venereal diseases 
structured the city’s expansions of wartime policies.   
NYPD and city officials’ focus on prostitution and venereal diseases among non-white 
women reflected not only the city’s racially targeted policing practices, but also specific 
anxieties about interracial sex. One New Yorker who identified himself as “a Citizen” wrote to 
the Department of Health in July 1940 expressing concern about his interracial working-class 
neighborhood in Bushwick, Brooklyn. “A Citizen” described an operation run in a nearby 
building housing “colored prostitutes, catering only to white men.” “I am hoping” the writer 
commented, “that a good service can be rendered to the white population by ridding this menace, 
especially to white people.”22 The Brooklynite’s views were shared by City Magistrate William 
Ringle who wrote to Dr. Rice in March of 1941 to discuss the “very difficult problems” of 
prostitution in New York City. Ringel expressed his alarm that “prostitutes are of all races, color 
and creeds” and that “many men draw no color lines in their dealings with prostitutes.”23 The 
changing racial makeup of the population unnerved many city officials, including Valentine and 
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La Guardia, and some white residents. The possibility that these demographic changes might 
increase opportunities for white enlisted men to engage in sex with Black or Puerto Rican 
women proved particularly upsetting to these officials who pathologized interracial relationships 
and associated nonwhite women with prostitution and higher rates of venereal diseases.   
La Guardia vigorously supported efforts to protect enlisted men from prostitutes, and 
backed the expansion of the federal government’s power over sexually suspicious women. The 
mayor spoke in favor of the May Act, which made prostitution near military installations a 
federal crime, before the House Military Affairs Committee in March 1941. La Guardia 
suggested amendments to extend the bill’s purview, arguing the act should also cover “loiterers” 
and owners of establishments “used for immoral purposes.” At the conclusion of the mayor’s 
testimony, Congressman John Costello of California made one final inquiry that conveyed the 
importance of municipal policing in the wartime campaigns against prostitution. “You are mayor 
of the largest city in the world” Costello remarked, “to make a program like this successful you 
would have to have local and State cooperation. What would you say in reference to that?” The 
mayor’s succinct reply, “I think you will get it,” signaled his own plans to step up anti-
prostitution campaigns in New York City.24  
A few months later La Guardia raised the topic of the May Act and prostitution at the 
annual meeting of a public health committee of the New York State Charities Aid Association. 
The mayor reminded his audience that the conversation about prostitution occurred “under a 
state of emergency,” and emphasized that, “just writing a law is not sufficient. There must be 
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enforcement.” He argued for aggressive and comprehensive policing, stating that arrestees 
should be forcibly held for testing and treatment for venereal diseases and not “turned loose.”25 
The May Act, which became law in June 1941, provided federal justification for expanding the 
types of policing projects that La Guardia had backed in the 1930s. Speaking out in favor of the 
bill gave the mayor an opportunity to tie this police project to the wartime emergency.  
A few months after the passage of the May Act, Surgeon General Thomas Parran and 
Assistant Surgeon General Raymond Vonderlehr caused a stir arguing that more federal attention 
to prostitution prevention was needed. In their book Plain Words About Venereal Disease, which 
the New York Times hailed as “no less than a modern ‘J’Accuse,’” Parran and Vonderlehr 
criticized the federal government and military officials for neglecting their responsibility to 
protect men in the armed services from prostitution and venereal diseases.26 As historian Erin 
Wuebker argues, between the publication of Plain Words and the Japanese attack on the U.S. 
Naval base at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Parran and Vonderlehr’s claims incited both 
conflict and action from federal agencies. The House took up the topic in a hearing following the 
publication of Plain Words. Paul McNutt sought Parran’s advice as to how to remedy the 
criticisms. Federal attention remained focused on the issue after the attack on Pearl Harbor, and 
representatives from the FSA, War Department, Navy Department, American Social Hygiene 
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Association, and Department of Justice formed an Interdepartmental Committee focused on 
venereal diseases in the armed forces.27  
 
Municipal Anti-Prostitution Policing as National Defense 
In New York City, Valentine was directing city resources toward monitoring suspected 
prostitutes, who, he argued, posed a danger to the nation’s security. At a conference on civilian 
defense in February of 1942, the commissioner demanded that prostitution receive “particular 
and sustained” attention, after recounting reports from the Department of Health that members of 
the military were contracting venereal diseases from prostitutes in New York City. He called on 
plainclothes officers to pay increased attention to the locations reported to the Health Department 
as sites where sailors and servicemen met prostitutes. Valentine also encouraged the 
plainclothesmen to “explain this situation to the Magistrates in order that they will cooperate by 
confining these prostitutes infected with a venereal disease until they are cured.”28  
The experience of one woman who was arrested in December 1941 provides a window 
into what this “particular and sustained” police attention could mean to the women of New York. 
Following her arrest, the woman stated that she was held for six hours for identification at the 
station house before being transferred to an unheated cell, and that she was provided with no 
blankets or food during her incarceration. She reported that she had contracted an upper 
respiratory condition as a result of her treatment. Dr. John Rice, who relayed her complaint, 
                                                        
27 Erin Wuebker, “Taking the Venereal Out of Venereal Disease: The Public Health Campaign 
Against Syphilis, 1934-1945” (PhD diss., City University of New York, 2015), Chapter 5, 
“Dangers Within: Prostitution, Promiscuity, and Venereal Disease during Wartime.” 
28 Police Conferences, Feb 4, 1942. Folder 2, Box 4183, Roll 7. Office of Civilian Defense 
Correspondence, FLGC, NYCMA.  
 
 110 
remarked that though he did “not know the merits of her statement…she was suffering…and 
appeared ill at the time she called at this Department.”29 
Defending against “saboteurs” like the arrestee formed part of the mission of Valentine’s 
new Division of National Defense. This division worked on suppressing “vice conditions” that 
might affect members of the armed forces, with particular attention to the spread of venereal 
disease.30 Members of this unit joined the undercover or plainclothes anti-vice officers who 
initiated most prostitution arrests and its members arrested women in over one hundred hotels 
around the city by 1944.31 Shortly after its formulation, officers in the Division of National 
defense initiated large-scale vice raids in Harlem and midtown, arresting dozens of people for 
vagrancy and loitering near places of prostitution. Arrestees included thirty-three women who 
were charged with loitering in places of prostitution and were taken to the Women’s Court and 
held for bail ranging from $300 to $500. A smaller group of men were also arrested in the raids 
and charged with vagrancy or having no visible means of support.32 By creating the Division of 
National Defense, Valentine extended both the NYPD’s ability to monitor “unwholesome” 
women and the department’s mechanisms for collaborating with military agencies on this 
surveillance. 
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La Guardia, Valentine, and employees of the Public Health Department were in regular 
correspondence with the leaders of the Army’s Second Corps Area on Governors Island about 
prostitution and venereal diseases. Members of the Office of the Surgeon at the Second Corps 
Area, particularly venereal disease control officers, attended conferences organized by Valentine 
to discuss the city’s campaigns against venereal diseases and prostitution. Military officials 
lectured men to avoid prostitutes and off limits establishments, and sent lists of “pick-up spots 
and brothels” to the health commissioner.33 On one such list, “brothels, hotels where prostitutes 
may be secured, and pick-up spots and areas where the number of cases acquired make 
corrective measures necessary, [were] noted with asterisks.”34 Major General Irving Phillippson 
wrote to La Guardia multiple times from Governors Island in the spring of 1942 complaining 
that the NYPD was not adopting harsh enough tactics against prostitution in the city, which he 
described as a “Mecca for soldiers and sailors on pass or furlough.”35 These letters illustrate that 
the drive for harsh anti-prostitution policies in New York City did not stem solely from 
Valentine and La Guardia’s personal preferences. The SPD pushed for harsh policing, the May 
Act declared that the FBI could intervene in any locale in which policing proved too lenient, and 
the military commanders on Governors Island demanded aggressive enforcement. The political 
calculations of the war created added pressure to buttress the city’s regular police work.  
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The city’s Health Department comprised an essential component of the wartime police 
network. Implementing a system of identifying and locating venereal disease “contacts” 
advocated by Thomas Parran in 1936, the department collected records from the Army, Navy, 
Coast Guard, Merchant Marines, and their own clinics on men who tested positive for venereal 
diseases.36 These men were interviewed to collect descriptions of the “contact” or “source” from 
whom they believed they contracted their infection. This information was then forwarded it to 
Valentine for police follow up. Though a similar system existed before the wartime mobilization, 
the presence of soldiers and sailors in New York City raised the stakes. Dr. John Rice, for 
example, when forwarding Valentine a report in August 1941 on Frances, a “very attractive” 
white 19-year-old said to frequent the Royal Palm Gardens on 72nd street, made sure to note that 
“many soldiers and sailors are said to frequent this place also.”37 Civilians were also concerned 
about the wartime emergency. “Venereal disease and prostitution are extremely serious wartime 
problems,” Mrs. Alice Withrow Field, chairperson of the Women’s Court Committee of the 
city’s Social Service Bureau reminded New Yorkers in July 1942. Field suggested a “greater 
coordination of effort and integration of services so that a better job can be done” in reducing 
these threats, which, she maintained, were much higher than the arrest records.38 
A joint conference on “Prostitution and the Spread of Venereal Disease Among Our 
Armed Forces and Civilians” in early August 1942 provided an opportunity for members of the 
NYPD, American Social Hygiene Association, the Health Department, and the Army to develop 
greater coordination. Magistrates argued that the existing facilities for incarcerating women were 
                                                        
36 Brandt, No Magic Bullet, 138-140.  
37 From John. L. Rice to Commissioner Lewis Valentine, August 15, 1941. Folder 1 Police 
Department- Venereal, Box 2-1 City 22, Rec 0050, Health Commissioner’s Records, NYCMA.   
38 “Women’s Court Data Held Unconvincing,” New York Times, July 22, 1942, 11.  
 
 113 
grossly overcapacity and required expansion.39 Valentine received reports from the American 
Social Hygiene Association, which he later shared with NYPD members, accusing bars and 
restaurants of tolerating prostitution. The commissioner encouraged officers to report any bars 
harboring “lone women” to the Alcoholic Beverage Control Board.40 This practice represented a 
wartime take on policies that had been used to control behavior in bars and restaurants since the 
repeal of alcohol prohibition in 1933. The regulations created after repeal permitted the State 
Liquor Authority to revoke the licenses of establishments that harbored “undesirables,” including 
presumed prostitutes, gamblers, gay men, or lesbians.41 According to La Guardia, such practices 
became increasingly important in the wartime campaigns against prostitution, since “we have our 
normal [prostitution] problem, and the war brings an additional one.”42 Seeking to tackle this 
problem, the NYPD arrested over 800 people in May and June of 1942 as part of its campaign 
against prostitution and vice.43 
The story of one woman arrested for prostitution in the spring of 1942 illustrated how an 
increased police presence could threaten women’s autonomy and safety on the city’s streets. A 
social worker for the Women’s Prison Association (WPA), a private philanthropic group, 
recounted the story of a woman who had resided at the Women’s Prison Association’s facility 
for formerly incarcerated women, Hopper House, after serving time for prostitution. The former 
prisoner had secured employment outside of the city and had intended to visit a friend before her 
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departure. The social worker stated the woman left Hopper Home at seven in the evening and 
“before nine she was in the station house, having been arrested for loitering by the same officer 
who had arrested her the first time.” The WPA employee argued that because of the timing and 
location of the arrest the resident could not have been “plying her trade.” Despite the protests of 
the social worker, the arrestee received a conviction and a three-month sentence.44 The arrestee’s 
residence at Hopper House and her willingness to travel for work suggest that she could not 
afford her own apartment and required assistance finding employment. NYPD policies of 
targeting women on the street severely limited the autonomy of women like the WPA client, who 
lacked economic advantages, who had been arrested before, or who officers deemed 
“unwholesome” or suspicious.  
A group of incarcerated women, perhaps including some arrestees grabbed in the 
roundups of May and June, launched a collective protest against their detention in the summer of 
1942. These women had been “forced in,” or incarcerated indefinitely under the power of the 
Health Department and housed at the House of Detention. They presented the magistrates of the 
Women’s Court with a petition protesting their unjust indefinite detention, declaring their right to 
receive finite sentences, and requesting to be returned to court for sentencing.  The magistrates 
complied, returning the women to court for resentencing.45 Through this act of resistance these 
imprisoned women exerted control over their lives, asserted their right to a finite sentence, and 
challenged the authority of the court. Following their petition magistrates closed down the House 
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of Detention’s hospital facility, but continued to send women to Kingston Avenue Hospital and 
later opened a new facility at Bellevue to house “forced in” women. 
Public health and police officials worked together in an effort to develop effective ways 
of monitoring suspicious women like the authors of the petition. Dr. Theodore Rosenthal, 
Director of the Bureau of Social Hygiene, which was housed in the city’s Health Department, 
met with Inspector Sutter from the Division of National Defense on September 5, 1942 to discuss 
their collaboration. The pair decided that the Health Department would send “routine” 
notification letters to the Police Department about reported venereal disease cases and in return 
the Police Department would alert the Bureau of Social Hygiene when officers located 
“individual cases.” Rosenthal noted that “this will enable the Health Department to exercise its 
broader powers of detention in suspected cases, where insufficient evidence for police action has 
been obtained.”46 In other words, when the NYPD lacked evidence to obtain a conviction for 
prostitution the public health department could require that a woman suspected of engaging in 
prostitution or carrying a venereal disease submit to a medical examination and, if she tested 
positive for any infections, to treatment. By early February 1943, Commissioner Stebbins 
commented on the efficacy of New York’s programs to Surgeon General Thomas Parran. 
Stebbins noted that the “intensive efforts” by the Police Department and Department of Health to 
suppress prostitution “has resulted in the apprehension of a constantly increasing number of 
persons charged with this offense.”47  
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The campaigns against “unwholesome” women and the drive to heavily police nonwhite 
New Yorkers reinforced each other. Valentine noted of the predominantly African American 
neighborhood of South Jamaica in Queens, “we have locked up so many women from there that 
we couldn’t arraign them in the Women’s Court, we had to charge them with disorderly conduct 
and take them to their District Court.” He also noted that “every woman, whether exonerated or 
convicted is held, to determine whether she is infected with venereal disease.” He applauded 
these efforts, remarking, “we are making progress.”48 The wartime focus on venereal disease 
provided justification for NYPD officers to monitor, arrest, and forcibly incarcerate Black and 
Puerto Rican women, who were already under intense surveillance because of the NYPD 
association between non-white New Yorkers and urban disorder. 
The federal Social Protection Division and the private American Social Hygiene 
Association shared Valentine’s perspective that policing African Americans constituted an 
important wartime responsibility of domestic law enforcement officers. In November 1943, the 
ASHA hosted a conference in New York City on venereal diseases in African American 
communities. Many heads of prominent organizations attended, including Mary Bethune, 
president of the Council of Negro Women and director of the Negro Division of the National 
Youth Administration, Charles Browning, representative of the Chicago Defender, Mordecai 
Johnson, President of Howard University, and R.R. Wright Jr., Executive Director of the 
Fraternal Council of Negro Churches, as well as representatives from the U.S. Public Health 
Service, SPD, Army and Navy. Dr. T.K. Lawless, a prominent African American dermatologist, 
emphasized the importance of addressing venereal disease given the “military and industrial 
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manpower needs” of the wartime emergency. Participants produced recommendations to send 
educational materials to Black newspapers and organizations, while also emphasizing the need to 
expand the educational and professional opportunities for Black medical students, doctors, 
nurses, and educators. White SPD officials used the meeting as an opportunity to articulate their 
vision of the different challenges presented when white and Black Americans contracted 
venereal diseases and how the latter necessitated increased policing in Black neighborhoods.49 
SPD officials attributed venereal diseases among African Americans to “low economic 
and social status,” which they argued could be remedied partly through increased policing. Eliot 
Ness, head of the SPD, argued that police enjoyed less success in Black neighborhoods than in 
white ones, and cited the work of SPD’s “Negro Consultant,” John M. Ragland in an attempt to 
explain this dynamic. Ness noted that Ragland had investigated interracial prostitution in “slum 
areas of Negro districts.” The SPD leader commented that Ragland had found that Black 
residents in these areas protested anti-prostitution policing as racially targeted. Ness claimed that 
residents came to this conclusion based on the “interracial prostitution problem,” combined with 
“racial tensions and, in some instances, supersensitiveness [sic].” Ness called on conference 
attendees to assist in “advancing public sentiment in favor of a more effective law enforcement 
program among their own people.”50 A subset of the conference attendees produced a 
recommendation to this effect.51 Like La Guardia and Valentine, some of these leaders already 
supported harsh policing policies in the service of reducing the spread of venereal disease. 
Browning’s Chicago Defender, for example, had published a number of articles discussing 
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venereal diseases and the need for both public health and law enforcement strategies for 
addressing them.52 The discussions of the conference, however, illustrated the resistance to anti-
prostitution policing that existed in some Black communities, as well as the wartime pressures 
that the SPD placed on leaders of African American organizations to support increased policing 
in Black communities. 
The contact reports used by New York City’s public health department reinforced the 
racialized narrative about venereal diseases espoused by the SPD. Between December 10 and 
December 29, 1943, the city’s Health Department collected and shared with the NYPD 156 
reports of venereal disease contacts. Men identified “colored” women as the supposed source of 
their infection in sixty percent of the records.53 These reports, however, must be analyzed with 
caution. The members of the military and civilians interrogated about their sexual history were 
likely exposed to the widespread argument that venereal diseases were more common among 
African Americans. Thomas Parran had argued in both his 1938 article in Survey Graphic “No 
Defense for Any of Us,” and his book Shadow on the Land, that Black women remained 
infectious with syphilis longer than their white counterparts.54 The association between African 
Americans and venereal disease was also spread at a New York conference attended by 1,000 
representatives from the Army, Navy, Public Health Service, and New York City Department of 
                                                        
52 “Insurance Executive Explains Why He Believes Race Health is Improving,” Chicago 
Defender, May 11, 1935, 22. “Officials Worry Over Diseases Among Soldiers,” Chicago 
Defender, December 20, 1941, 2. “Plan Control of Venereal Disease,” Chicago Defender, Aug, 
15, 1942, 1. “Publishers Back Drive to Control Venereal Disease,” Chicago Defender, Jan 29, 
1944, 18.  
53 To Valentine from Ernest Stebbins, Dec, 10, 1943. To Valentine from Ernest Stebbins, Dec, 
15, 1943. To Valentine from Ernest Stebbins, Dec, 16, 1943. To Valentine from Ernest Stebbins, 
Dec, 23, 1943. To Valentine from Ernest Stebbins, Dec, 29, 1943. Folder 1 of 14, Police, 
Venereal, Box 3-1-2, 3, 1943, Rec 0050- Health Commissioners Records, NYCMA.   
54Wuebker, “Taking the Venereal Out of Venereal Disease,” 241.  
 
 119 
Health earlier in 1943. Attendees heard from one expert who obliquely referenced interracial sex, 
and argued that venereal diseases were being transmitted from African Americans to white 
civilians and soldiers. “The color-line is thinning,” the speaker remarked, “drawing on the Negro 
reservoir of infection, the highest in the country.”55 Men reporting venereal disease “contacts,” 
therefore, may have misdiagnosed the source of their infection based on these racist assumptions. 
Alternatively, some men may have deliberately named a fictitious source to protect an actual 
woman or man, and settled on a “colored” woman as the most believable story. Regardless of 
their validity, such accusations provided a trail that NYPD officers could follow to track down 
individual women who met these descriptions.56 These reports also created a body of records that 
articulated a public health rationale for NYPD practices that broadly targeted Black women. The 
NYPD used these reports to justify closing down the Savoy Ballroom, a central site of 
community building activities and entertainment in Harlem, in 1943, which we will discuss in 
Chapter Five, illustrating the connection between public health reports and the city’s racialized 
policing practices.  
Women tracked down from these contact reports or arrested by the NYPD resisted the 
authority of the police, the courts, and the hospitals to which courts remanded them for 
treatment. One doctor remembered “chasing one [patient] over the roofs of Harlem with a gun” 
as she tried to escape his monitoring and treatment in the fall of 1943.57 Other patients provided 
hospitals with fake names and addresses in a well-founded attempt to protect their privacy, since 
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hospitals sometimes shared information with the courts or attempted to track women after their 
release.58  
As the war progressed, Valentine continued to prioritize anti-prostitution policing and to 
update military officials regularly about these NYPD campaigns. At a conference at the 
headquarters of Second Service Command in the fall of 1944, he informed attendees that the 
NYPD had increased foot patrols near popular leisure destinations and divisions of policemen 
and policewomen patrolled Times Square in search of suspicious women. These plainclothes 
officers visited dance halls, cabarets, bars, and grills, railroad and bus terminals, motion picture 
houses, and other places where servicemen and women socialized. Officers in Times Square 
apprehended over 1,500 women from 1942 to 1944 through this form of monitoring, which 
comprised a significant proportion of the department’s total prostitution arrests during this 
period.59  
Despite the activities of the NYPD and the city’s Health Commissioner, Army and Navy 
officials stationed in the New York area pushed for more policing and stronger collaboration 
between police departments and military police entities in the summer and fall of 1944. Officials 
formed the Joint Army-Navy Disciplinary Control Board to survey and combat conditions 
“relating to prostitution, venereal disease, liquor violations, disorder and any other undesirable 
conditions as they apply to service personnel.”60 The board’s first formal session occurred on 
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November 3, 1944. Members heard testimony from shore patrol officer Lieut. M.F. Dillon 
regarding a midtown bar in which “soldiers seemed to predominate.” Col. B.W. Beers of the 
General Staff Corps, Security and Intelligence Division and president of the newly-formed board 
recommended that this bar and others like it be declared “out of bounds.” Another member of the 
board supported the suggested that the “out of bounds” label be applied to venues labeled “raided 
premises” by the NYPD. A representative from the city’s Health Department and medical staff 
from the Army, Navy, and Coast Guard supported these suggestions, arguing that such 
establishments served as sites of meeting for enlisted men and young women whom one officer 
described as “patriotutes.”61 The Control Board did not put this suggestion into practice, but their 
efforts resulted in an escalation of NYPD monitoring of establishments with reputations for 
hosting servicemen and unescorted women. NYPD officers received orders to “make it as 
disagreeable as possible” to operate venues catering to enlisted men and single women.62 
Though officials depicted the sexual threat to enlisted men as exclusively female, soldiers 
and sailors in New York City also sought out men for sex, love, and company. The city’s anti-
prostitution campaigns focused particularly on women, but the increased police presence around 
the city and officers’ attention to the sexual and social activities of servicemen also increased the 
surveillance of gay men.  
 
“Questionable and Undesirable Men”63: Policing Male Prostitution and Sexual 
Activity Among Gay Men 
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Despite what officials in the military, SPD, and the city’s public health and police 
departments thought about the sexual practices of soldiers and sailors, significant numbers of 
enlisted men were interested in commercial and noncommercial sex with men. Steve Estes and 
Alan Berube estimate that at least 650,000 gay men served in World War II, out of 16 million 
servicemen, and gay women also made up part of the roughly 350,000 women who served in the 
women’s organizations affiliated with the Army, Navy, Coastguard, and Air Force.64 More so 
than heterosexual encounters, some social and sexual relationships among enlisted gay men and 
women occurred on military facilities. Gay men and women in the armed services, however, like 
all enlisted persons, also sometimes wanted to let loose when visiting cities like New York. The 
biggest threats that many of these soldiers and sailors faced came from the Military Police and 
Shore Patrol officers, rather than the NYPD. As one gay GI recounted, “I have no one to answer 
to, as long as I behave myself during the week and stay out of the way of the MP’s on 
weekends.”65 
 The military’s drive to police the sexual activities of its own members proved 
particularly strong for women. As historian Leisa Meyer has argued, enlisted women faced 
extreme scrutiny from military officials, lawmakers, and the broader public. For many, a 
woman’s interest in joining the armed forces seemed evidence of gender dysphoria that was 
likely tied to sexual deviance either in the form of promiscuity or lesbianism. The leadership of 
the Women’s Army Corps (WAC), Meyer contends, was well aware of this perception, which 
they felt threatened women’s legitimacy in the armed forces. WAC leaders, therefore, were 
deeply committed to projecting an image of its members that conformed to heterosexual, white, 
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middle-class ideas of sexual respectability, and to policing anyone who seemed to step outside of 
this mold.66 Margot Canaday documents the extreme surveillance policies that emerged in the 
Army shortly after the war in attempts to purge gay women.67 WAC members were sometimes 
caught up in anti-prostitution raids, but it was WAC leadership, more so than the NYPD, that 
sought to find and control what they perceived of as sexual threats within their ranks.  
Though gay men were not the targets of most anti-prostitution policing efforts, they came 
to the attention of the city’s police department and leadership more frequently than their female 
counterparts. Alan Berube explores military officials’ relationships to gay men and women. 
Berube argues that military anti-vice campaigns focused on heterosexual prostitution and sex as 
a means of spreading venereal diseases, but also strengthened the ability of military officials to 
regulate gay life.68 Berube devotes less attention, however, to the role of local police 
departments in this process, which also sometimes caught up gay male soldiers, sailors, and 
civilians. The gendered conception of prostitution as a female crime, and the NYPD’s policy of 
leniency toward white enlisted men, meant that NYPD officers looked for women when 
enforcing anti-prostitution and anti-venereal disease campaigns. Despite this focus, the 
intensified policing justified through anti-prostitution campaigns and aimed at women also put 
gay men at risk.   
NYPD officers following up on the venereal disease contact reports sometimes found 
themselves looking for a man. These cases appear infrequently in the records, which is 
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understandable since men self-reported their “contacts” and had much to lose by reporting a gay 
sexual encounter to military, public health, or police authorities. Some men, however, did 
describe such encounters, which likely required significant self-confidence and bravery. Patients 
at venereal disease clinics in the city reported being “picked-up” by men at bars around the city. 
One patient reported a December 1943 encounter with “Eddie” an African American tavern 
waiter whom the patient met at a beer garden on 127th Street and 7th Avenue. Another patient 
described a meeting the same month with “Bobby” a 25-year-old “colored” male employee at the 
Harlem Grill.69 “Jerry” picked up another patient at the Sportman’s [sic] Bar on 2nd Avenue 
between 75th and 76th Streets, according to the patient’s report.70 Much of the record of the 
pattern of gay sexual encounters was hidden from the police, military authorities, and the public 
health departments, and remains shadowed in the archive. Some men may have gone by 
women’s names, which were then reported as the contact, and some male patients may have 
supplied a woman’s name rather than the name of a man from whom they suspected they 
contracted an infection. The soldier who reported the name of his paramour as “unknown” and 
the location of his late 1943 pick-up as the Astor Bar, a well-known site for gay men to socialize, 
may have been deliberately withholding the name of a man.71 Any bar permitting the socializing 
of openly gay men risked the revocation of its license by the State Liquor Authority.72 Cabarets 
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and dancehalls, which were licensed by the NYPD, were prohibited from employing or allowing 
on their premises “homosexualists or persons pretending to be such.”73 Engaging in or reporting 
gay sexual encounters, therefore, proved hazardous.  
Despite these risks, many enlisted men, like the patients who reported their encounters 
with “Jerry” and “Bobby,” met other men at bars around the city. Bud Robbins, who was 
stationed at the Chelsea Naval Hospital in Massachusetts recalled visiting the Astor Hotel bar in 
Manhattan. Though Robbins remembered seeking affection more than sex, he noted that “it was 
very easy to be picked up by officers.” Robbins even shared an episode in which he recalled 
being mistaken for a prostitute, which he described as an “incident that I’m not terribly proud 
of.” An officer picked him up on the steps of the Astor hotel. Robbins recounted accompanying 
the officer to his room and falling asleep. “In the morning [the officer] was gone and there was a 
twenty dollar bill on the dresser,” Robbins remembered.74 Though the Astor bar had a national 
reputation as a spot frequented by gay servicemen, it was hardly the only nightspot popular with 
men interested in meeting other men. 75 The writer and memoirist Donald Vining recorded his 
social and sexual encounters with men in the city throughout the war, which often included stops 
at theaters, bars, and cafes in the village. He recounted his experience entering the Main Street 
bar with his friend Thelma and noticing other male patrons “trying to figure me and Thelma 
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out.” He, in turn, was “figuring…out” a sailor. Vining and the sailor spent a night together, 
which the diarist quipped included “a lesson in how to undo a navy uniform, no small feat.”76  
Theaters, particularly those on 42nd Street, were a destination for men seeking sexual 
encounters with other men in the city. Robbins remembered that “in the Times Square area, in 
the theater area, it was so easy to get picked up.”77 Vining recorded the pick-up patterns on 
display during his visit to the Park Theatre on Columbus Circle and 59th Street on November 17, 
1942 for a showing of “Abe Lincoln in Illinois” and “Marseillaise.” Of the showing and the 
theater, he recounted “the theatre had few people in it and half must have been homos on the 
make. I never saw so many men getting up and going to the john ten minutes after they came in, 
followed by other men with whom they subsequently left.”78 At another theatre on 42nd St., 
Vining was “amazed by the way men came in and left in about five minutes. The sailors were 
cleaned out of there by 8:30.”79 The city’s health commissioner and police commissioner were 
alerted to gay encounters at the National Theater on Canal Street and Broadway after a young 
man, who visiting one of the city’s social hygiene clinics, described receiving his infection from 
another man who approached him at the theater. Commissioner Rice noted that according to 
“others in the community” this theater was known as “a place where questionable and 
undesirable men frequent.” Rice also stated that “it has been said” that at this theater many other 
“boys” had been “attacked in the same way.”80 The NYPD may have followed up by stationing 
an officer on the theater’s premises, perhaps after labeling it a “raided premise.” In January 1945, 
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Donald Vining reflected on a similar situation, recording, “there was a policeman by the Selwyn 
box office so I wasn’t surprised to find no standees row. The added danger lends excitement to 
the chase, tho it makes service men rely more on service men since they’re sure they’re not 
detectives.”81 Gay men like Vining were not the explicit target of the wartime anti-prostitution 
campaigns. The increased police presence in Times Square and the heightened attention to the 
spread of venereal diseases, however, also created risks for gay New Yorkers. 
 
Conclusions 
Though many women opposed their indefinite detention and forced treatment, officials 
believed the city needed more facilities through which to accomplish these interventions. In early 
1943, Health Commissioner Stebbins began advocating that the city open a new rapid treatment 
center to house the increasing numbers of women forced to undergo such treatment by the 
Women’s Court or the Health Department. He led a committee of doctors and city officials who 
supported this plan, and procured federal funds through the Lanham Act to facilitate its 
implementation.82 Committee members conceived of the new center as serving for the detention 
and treatment of “women of the prostitute class.” Participants articulated their visions for a 
“rehabilitation process” in which patients could work in the hospital or receive training and 
employment in war-related production. The Treatment Center, which opened a clinic at Bellevue 
Hospital and a facility on Welfare Island in April 1944, constituted part of the city’s efforts to 
control and reform the wartime social and sexual activities of women they deemed to be “of the 
                                                        
81 Vining, A Gay Diary, 1933-1946, 374.  
82 “New Clinic Here Gets FWA Funds,” New York Times, Feb. 13, 1944, 44.  
 
 128 
prostitute class.”83 Dr. Joseph Moore, chairman of the subcommittee on venereal disease of the 
National Research Council described the importance of the new Bellevue Clinic in terms of the 
prevention of lost “man-days.” Moore celebrated that the New York City clinic and others like it 
around the country would reduce the rates of venereal diseases which he estimated cost the Army 
and Navy “8,000,000 lost man-days.”84  
The mobilization for WWII unleashed a nationalistic call for enhanced policing of 
suspected prostitutes around the country. The federal infrastructure of the Social Protection 
Division linked domestic policing to the war effort through the conferences and pamphlets on 
anti-prostitution policing that the Division produced. The May Act and Eight Point Agreement 
codified both the wartime relationship between the federal government and municipal police 
departments and the responsibility of the latter to effectively monitor civilian populations.  
In New York City, La Guardia and Valentine embraced this responsibility. They 
cultivated a militarized conception of the city’s police department, and expanded the 
department’s anti-prostitution patrols. For La Guardia and Valentine, protecting the nation’s 
servicemen made questions of sex and gender regulation in the city both more popular and more 
important. General language of controlling women ran through these wartime policies, but they 
were inflected with the particular race and class concerns held by the leaders of the increasingly 
interracial city. Though “unwholesome” women posed the most acute threat to enlisted men, 
they were hardly the only temptation lurking on Gotham’s streets. Throughout the war, La 
                                                        
83 Minutes of Meeting of Committee on Rapid Treatment Hospital, October 19, 1943. Folder: 
Social Security, Detention Hospitals, Rapid Treatment Centers (1 of 5), Box 3-1-6, 9. Rec 0050, 
Health Commissioners Records. NYCMA. “2,471 Venereal Cases Treated,” New York Times, 
Dec. 26, 1944, 10.  
84 “Venereal Ills Cut in Armed Forces,” New York Times, February 17, 1943, 17.  
 
 129 
Guardia was committed to protecting the morals and purses of soldiers and sailors from another 
of his most hated vices: gambling.  
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Chapter 4 
 
“Man[ning] the Front at Home”1: Policing Gamblers, Soldiers, and Sailors 
 
 
The wartime policing regime was highly gendered. The landscape, goals, and strategies 
for policing men during the war differed significantly from those used to monitor women and 
children. Women and children in New York City presented sexual and social threats to military 
preparedness, according to Valentine and La Guardia. Male labor, in contrast, was understood to 
be essential to the nation’s war effort, and men were expected to contribute through serving in 
the military or working in defense production. Valentine and La Guardia directed members of 
the NYPD to protect the men who were performing these duties from temptations to engage in 
gambling or vice and to refrain from arresting or detaining those who proved unable to resist 
these enticements. Officers in the military police and the shore patrol bore responsibility for 
policing soldiers and sailors, but NYPD members also interacted with enlisted men. “If that 
shore patrol gets in your way,” La Guardia informed sailors arriving in New York City, “just call 
a city cop. He’ll help you.”2 Like all of the NYPD’s policies, this leniency was refracted through 
the racial politics of the city and the department. Department members did not treat African 
American soldiers stationed in the city with the same tolerance as their white counterparts, and 
Valentine was sympathetic when white New Yorkers claimed that Black soldiers were a source 
of crime and disorder. The stated policy of the department toward men seen as performing their 
wartime duty, though, was one of leniency.  
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 Toward civilian men who withheld or misused their labor, Valentine and La Guardia 
adopted another approach altogether. Men who shirked their wartime responsibilities constituted 
a treasonous threat to the nation’s ability to wage war. For the moralistic duo, no group 
embodied this threat more fully than male gamblers. La Guardia and Police Commissioner 
Valentine had worked to penalize New Yorkers who worked or played in the extralegal gambling 
economy since they took up their respective positions. “It has been my policy to keep racketeers, 
crooks, gangsters, and other species of punks out of this city,” declared Mayor La Guardia in a 
public letter to Chief Magistrate Henry Curran in late January 1940. The mayor was writing to 
“make it clear” to the magistrate that in cases of vagrancy evidence that an arrestee possessed 
financial resources should not be sufficient to merit an acquittal of the charge. Arrestees with 
evidence of revenue sources, La Guardia argued, may have earned such revenue from gambling 
or theft. “It goes without saying that no innocent person should be convicted,” the mayor 
proclaimed, “on the other hand, the community must be protected.”3  
The mayor viewed gamblers as predators from whom working-class New Yorkers 
required protection; to Valentine bookies and policy bankers were punks often in league with 
corrupt members of the police department. Reformers, in government and out of it, argued that 
leisure should be orderly and in keeping with middle-class values of productivity and 
Christianity.4 Gamblers challenged this framework by winning money without performing 
visible labor, and by, in some instances, avoiding regular work. In the context of the mobilization 
of men into the armed forces and the national emergency of the war male gamblers became, not 
only lazy or predatory, but a treasonous threat to national strength. 
                                                      
3 “Mayor Cites Law on Vagrancy,” Spring 3100, February 1940, 18. 
4 Harris, Sex Workers, Psychics, and Number Runners, 61.  
 132 
During the war, two dynamics related to the policing and monitoring of gambling became 
increasingly pronounced. Opponents of gambling in city government, the courts, and the police 
department argued that during wartime gamblers proved not merely irresponsible or immoral, 
but unpatriotic. Male gamblers, particularly, were criticized by city officials, NYPD members, 
and their own neighbors for neglecting their wartime duty. Their presence in public, or in some 
instances their visible displays of wealth, became a reminder of the sacrifices engaged in by 
other New Yorkers, who argued that male gamblers should be drafted or working in defense 
industries.5 La Guardia’s emphasis on protecting the “community” from gamblers during the 
war, took on new weight as the “community” expanded to include white soldiers and sailors. 
These enlisted men had to be protected from both the lure of gambling and the enforcement of 
anti-gambling laws. An episode in Staten Island in the spring of 1945, in which white residents, 
NYPD officers, and much of the city’s press described a supposed “crime wave” perpetrated by 
African American servicemen stationed on the Island, suggests the racial dimensions of these 
narratives of police protection. During the war, city officials, NYPD leaders, and New Yorkers 
developed new ways of talking about and policing men for gambling violations.   
 
Pre-War Gambling, Corruption, and Organized Crime 
La Guardia’s public hostility toward gamblers in 1940 was informed by his opposition to 
behaviors he deemed immoral, as well as by the relationship between organized crime and 
gambling that had developed throughout the 1930s. Crime leaders including Frank Costello, Phil 
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Kastel, and Arthur Flegenheimer, known as Dutch Schultz, made millions from controlling slot 
machines and policy gambling.6 Shane White, Stephen Garton, Stephen Robertson, and Graham 
White have written about the particular culture of policy gambling that existing in Harlem in the 
1920s and argued that major players in the illegal liquor business, like Schultz, sought to 
diversify their holdings by moving into policy.7 LaShawn Harris describes how Schultz used 
violence to move in on Black policy bankers like Stephanie St. Clair, Harlem’s “Queen of 
Policy.”8 In 1940 and 1941, Brooklyn’s infamous “Murder Incorporated” squad went on trial. 
The trial was widely covered, as historian Robert Weldon Whalen recounts, sometimes even 
appearing above war coverage on the front-pages of the city papers.9   
Valentine built his career, in part, on opposition to Tammany’s control of the police 
department and viewed gambling as inextricably tied to police corruption. The commissioner 
reflected in his autobiography on how in his early career New York City “played host-thanks to 
rotten police and politicians- to 1,000 policy slip establishments.” The police, Valentine recalled 
disapprovingly, “collected fifteen dollars a month” from each of these establishments.” The 
commissioner described this system of protection as one component of a larger network of 
payoffs and favors that flowed through the police department up to Tammany bosses.10 
Valentine also recollected his experience serving in the police department’s confidential squad, 
which was devoted to “the uprooting of thieving policemen.”11  
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Throughout the 1930s, La Guardia and Valentine launched high-profile crackdowns 
against gamblers. Anti-gambling publicity stunts included a “slot machine show” in 1934, which 
New Yorkers could attend for free to learn the rigged nature of these seemingly benign games.12 
By 1938, La Guardia declared that the city was “getting modernistic” in its destruction of slot 
machines by crushing them with a concrete cutter.13  
Despite these well-publicized campaigns, police corruption was endemic to the regulation 
of gambling throughout the 1930s, particularly in Harlem where many residents played or 
worked in the “numbers” industry. Valentine reflected in his autobiography that “even while I 
was Commissioner, gambling was still the main source of police graft.”14 In Louise 
Meriwether’s Daddy Was a Number Runner, the father of the protagonist, Francie, assures his 
worried wife “how many times I gotta tell you…as long as the cops are paid off, which they are, 
they ain’t gonna bother me.”15 Meriwether’s depiction of Depression-era Harlem, though 
fictional, was informed by her own experience growing up in the neighborhood with a father 
who worked for a period as a number runner.16 As LaShawn Harris describes, Stephanie St. 
Clair, Harlem’s “Queen of Policy,” publicly stated that she had paid $6,000 to NYPD officers in 
protection money when she was released in December 1930, following an 8-month incarceration. 
St. Clair also testified before the Seabury Commission in the same month.17 The early 1930s 
proved a precarious time for Black numbers bankers, and not only because of their interactions 
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with the police. Gangsters like Dutch Schultz were becoming increasingly interested in numbers, 
according to Harris, as a way to increase profits as alcohol prohibition came to an end.18  
Throughout the 1930s, La Guardia, NYPD leaders, and state officials combatted 
gambling. When the war broke out, city officials’ battle against gamblers both took on increased 
relevance and gained new tactics. As the mayor declared in the fall of 1940, he had “the heat 
turned on gambling and vice for some time, [and] this was no time to let down.”19 
 
“Gamblers Warned to Work or Fight”: Gambling as Inappropriate Wartime use of 
Resources 20 
 
Although reform-minded New Yorkers combatted gambling before the war, once the 
nation began preparing to enter the conflict, their opposition took a new turn. City and police 
officials described gamblers as treasonous shirkers of their wartime responsibilities. Residents 
wrote to La Guardia describing their own sacrifices for the mobilization and complaining that 
neighborhood gamblers were not doing the same. These wartime critiques of gambling and 
gamblers constituted part of a larger debate about the power of the wartime state and the blurry 
boundaries between military and civilian responsibilities.   
From the passage of the Selective Service Act in September 1940, to demobilization in 
1945, federal policymakers, municipal officials, and citizens debated the appropriate limitations 
of state power. Many agreed that mobilizing for war required expanded state interventions into 
the lives of citizens; the Selective Service Act provided one clear example of this expansion. 
Officials, along with many Americans, however, wondered how much civilian liberties could or 
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should be curtailed during the war, and whether the military draft was an appropriate stick to use 
in the service of these restrictions. Could civilian men and women be required to work in 
essential industries? How would the state treat civilians who refused to comply, broke the law, or 
went on strike? Could the military draft be used as punishment for these uncompliant citizens? 
Officials did not apply the same level of concern to the attacks on the civil liberties of Japanese 
Americans, the continued limitations of rights for African Americans, or the mass arrests of 
women for suspected prostitution. Officials did, however, worry about how much the federal 
government could dictate the work responsibilities for white American men, and what role the 
draft could play in these interventions.21 
While officials in Washington argued about the appropriate scope of state control over 
the economy, Manhattan District attorney Frank Hogan was mobilizing an unlikely ally to 
monitor the city’s docks. According to Richard Goldstein, in March 1942, officials from naval 
intelligence met with DA Hogan to express concerns about the security of the docks. Following 
this meeting, Hogan reached out to members of organized crime groups including Socks Lanza, 
Albert Anastasia, Meyer Lansky, Frank Costello for assistance. The group struck a deal provided 
that Lucky Luciano would be released from prison. They collaborated with police, monitored 
docks, and passed information to navy spies and in return when the war ended in 1946 Governor 
Dewey commuted Luciano’s sentence.22 In his 1947 autobiography, Lewis Valentine devoted 
multiple pages to a heroic recounting of District Attorney Dewey’s takedown of Luciano, 
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remarking only in passing that in 1946 Governor Dewey pardoned Luciano for having “made 
some contribution to the nation’s war effort while he was in prison.”23 Valentine clearly 
preferred to dwell on the conflict rather than the collaboration. The collaboration between DA 
Hogan and Luciano, and the latter’s subsequent postwar pardon, however, reveals a 
counterintuitive way in which the war changed the political calculations involved in policing and 
punishment in the city. Though the official line of the NYPD and the city remained opposition to 
gamblers and organized crime, the priority of maintaining control and surveillance on the city’s 
docks where, in the first four months of 1942, more than 114,000 railroad cars with war supplies 
were unloaded for transfer to ships, superseded this policy in practice.24 
In April 1942, a month after Hogan’s meeting with naval intelligence officers, President 
Roosevelt created the War Manpower Commission (WMC) in response to ongoing debates about 
production and civil liberties. Paul V. McNutt, head of the Federal Security Administration, 
oversaw the new agency and occupied a central position in these debates.25 McNutt, an 
ambitious Democrat from Indiana, had his work cut out for him. He oversaw a nine-person 
committee whose initial purview consisted primarily of producing recommendations. The work 
of the commission was opposed both by critics who viewed its recommendations as an 
infringement on rights of organized labor and by those who argued that the war demanded a 
harsher federal policy. According to Dean Kotlowski, it fell on McNutt to “deflect, diminish, or 
deny the demands of unions, farmers, women, minorities, the public at large, and even the 
military.”26 The CIO came out swinging against the impact of federal work requirements on 
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labor, describing such a program as “a virtual peonage system over labor.”27 Members of 
Congress, however, claimed that McNutt made strong public statements but “did not seem to be 
doing anything to carry them out.”28 The creation of the WMC reflected debates about how to 
control the non-enlisted population. In New York City, La Guardia and Valentine argued that 
men who abused their wartime liberties by gambling deserved to be drafted into the military or a 
“peonage system” of essential war production. Officers in the NYPD played multiple roles in 
this landscape; they enforced state policies, while also being subject to wartime provisions like 
the mayor’s revision of retirement requirements.  
La Guardia regularly reminded NYPD officers of his administration’s policy toward 
gamblers. Addressing the NYPD’s “second war class” in September 1942, the mayor spent a 
significant portion of his speech discussing this particular threat to order in the city. La Guardia 
reminded the new officers that “there is no place in the department for a rummy or a gambler.” 
When the new patrolmen encountered a gambler, in fact, the mayor, raising his voice, cried that 
officers should “SOCK HIM IN THE JAW [caps mine], I’ll stand back of you.” The mayor 
articulated his view of such gamblers, comparing them to “petty thieves stealing food from 
children,” and “enticing these men to spend their money on bets.” Finally, he passed judgement, 
declaring of gamblers “they’re no good for the community.”29  
Other city officials put the mayor’s words into action. Paul Moss, La Guardia’s 
Commissioner of the Department of Licenses, supported the mayor’s crusade by demanding the 
removal of all sheets that provided tips on horse races or information on policy games from the 
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city’s newsstands. He informed the press that he had made his decision “because of this growing 
evil” of gambling and tipster sheets.30 The NYPD launched a series of raids that same month. 
Deputy Chief Inspector Michael J. Murphy oversaw raids on 74 Riverside Drive, 225 West 
Seventy-Eighth Street, and 160 West Eighty-Fourth Street in which officers arrested fifty-five 
people. One arrestee broke his ankle jumping out a first-floor window trying to escape. Eleven 
were charged with operating or being employed at bookmaking establishments, while forty-three 
others were charged with disorderly conduct for frequenting the establishments. The men were 
taken to the West Sixty-Eighth Street police station before being arraigned at Night Court.31 A 
week later, at a meeting of police officials to discuss the upcoming election, Valentine 
emphasized the continued importance of wiping out gambling establishments as a means of 
protecting sailors and soldiers from gamblers and prostitutes.32 On his regular “Talk to the 
People” broadcast, the mayor described the NYPD’s action against gambling as a spate of 
“splendid arrests.” He also pointed a finger at New York Telephone Company. He argued the 
company was permitting the false listing of telephone numbers, which were then used to take 
bets. “Now, Mr. New York Telephone Company, I’ve been very nice about this, but I want more 
cooperation,” La Guardia scolded.33 Throughout the fall of 1942, while the British Royal Air 
Force targeted Germany’s manufacturing centers and New York enacted its first daytime air raid 
drill, La Guardia and Valentine kept the attention of residents and police department members on 
gamblers.34  
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Some civilians agreed with the mayor’s staunch attacks on male gamblers. Frustrated and 
angry New Yorkers wrote to La Guardia criticizing gamblers as rejecting their wartime 
responsibilities. Although many women gambled throughout the city, wartime criticism of 
gamblers focused primarily on men. One New Yorker, writing to La Guardia in the spring of 
1942, griped that when walking through his neighborhood he had to “wade through bookmakers, 
touts, and horseplayers who crowd doorways, infest the telephone booths and congregate on the 
corners and midblock.” The writer requested that police enforce laws against public loitering and 
“clear out these gentry who should be drafted and made to do an honest day’s work for home and 
country instead of pursuing their illegal trickeries.”35 Another writer complained to the mayor in 
September 1942, “as I go around the Borough of Brooklyn, groups of men, eight, ten, or twelve 
of them of all ages, play on street corners for hours at a time.” The writer wondered “who is 
supporting them? Are they on home relief?...Why does the Police Department allow card playing 
on Street Corners; on doorsteps and in hallways? Why are these young men not in the draft, and 
other able men not working?”36 On Sunday September 20, 1942, La Guardia reflected on similar 
themes in his Sunday WNYC broadcast. The mayor commented on the insidious danger that 
gambling presented to the wartime nation. “What are we fighting for?” the mayor asked his 
audience, before responding,  
to perpetuate our institutions and American life. What is the basis of everything that we hold  
dear, what is the foundation of American life? It is the American Family. Surely we will not  
permit disreputable, dishonest, lawbreaking thieves and racketeers to destroy the American  
family. I refer to the tin-horn book maker, the number racketeer, the professional gambler.37 
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To the mayor and other New Yorkers, male gamblers undermined the current military strength of 
the nation and the future security of American ideals. For persistent foes of gambling, like La 
Guardia, the ever-present threats presented by “numbers” games escalated during the war. Men 
were being mobilized to fight for the vision of “American life” that, according to La Guardia, 
gambling devalued. New Yorkers who may have considered gamblers a mere inconvenience 
outside of wartime now called for the state to bring repressive force against men for evading an 
“honest day’s work for home and country.”38 
A minority claimed, however, that it was La Guardia’s vigorous attacks on gambling that 
truly threatened the American family. In September 1942, former President of the Board of 
Education, James Marshall, spoke out against a public statement by La Guardia that young boys 
should write to the mayor if their fathers were losing money by gambling. The mayor had 
suggested that “little boys who see the family happiness destroyed because some thieving tinhorn 
is robbing his daddy of money on horse races or gambling, also please let me know.” Marshall 
worried that such a dynamic might create “bad family relationships” and commented that the 
mayor surely did not mean to suggest “that American children adopt the practice current in 
Soviet Russia and Nazi Germany of reporting their parents to the authorities.” Both of these 
states, Marshall commented “found this a good technique in the interest of dictatorship.”39   
Marshall was outnumbered, and the dominant anti-gambling attitudes played out clearly in 
the case of Henry G. Hoffman. On November 18, 1942, William Sullivan was arrested in 
Hoffman’s apartment by Patrolman Thomas Higgins. Sullivan was charged with bookmaking, 
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and receiving and accepting bets on race horses. Policy slips and a telephone were taken into the 
station house by the arresting officer. New York Telephone Company records listed the 
telephone as registered in the name of Henry G. King, which officers suspected served as an alias 
for Henry G. Hoffman. Hoffman was arrested and charged with bookmaking on December 8, 
1942. The 32-year old married father pled guilty and received a fine of $100 and sentence of 30 
days. Hoffman described himself as a professional painter who also accepted bets on horse races.  
The commanding officer of the investigating squad, disagreed, stating in his reports of Hoffman, 
“his hands seem to indicate that he never did any painting in his life. In my opinion he is a 
bookmaker and nothing else.”40 In this description the officer discounted Hoffman’s claims to 
participating in society through a lawful profession.    
Hoffman’s neighbors denounced him for what they perceived to be his lack of participation 
in the war effort. The investigating squad took an interest in the painter and bookmaker after 
receiving an anonymous tip in which the author wanted “to know why Hoffman is not called for 
service in the Army or made to work in defense.”41 Another complaint went to Hoffman’s local 
draft board, number 250 at Grover Cleveland High School in Ridgewood. The complainant 
demanded “how come bookmakers are not drafted or are they some special class that are 
essential for the war effort? Why is it Mr. Hoffman doesn’t have to get into an essential defense 
industry or go into the Army like lots of ordinary people.” The authors criticized Hoffman’s 
seeming ability to receive extra gas rations when “I work in an airplane plant and have to take 
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public busses.”42 In these statements, neighbors expressed their frustrations with their own 
wartime sacrifices through criticism of Hoffman’s perceived liberties, which they called on the 
state to remedy or punish.  
Many in New York City and across the nation worried that American men were not doing 
enough to contribute to the war effort. In the face of such anxiety in January 1943, the War 
Manpower Commission’s Paul McNutt suggested a “work or fight” order. Anna Rosenberg, 
regional director of the WMC in New York, perhaps best articulated the ideology behind the 
order when she noted that “every able-bodied man” is on “loan from the military to civilian 
life.”43 McNutt argued that draft boards should focus less on whether or not a man had 
dependents and more on his occupation when determining whether to grant deferments and that 
deferments of men working non-essential jobs should be reconsidered. Men in such occupations, 
McNutt’s order articulated, would be provided a period of months depending on their age to 
move into essential jobs or face the military draft.44 The New York Herald-Tribune wrote 
supportively of such proposals, arguing that during the war the nation must “utilize its man 
power to the limit.” The nation’s wartime industrial system, authors contended, should function 
as “an officially co-ordinated machine hitched to the national effort under rigid restrictions as to 
conduct and profit.”45 
Despite the support from the Herald-Tribune, the proposed restrictions articulated by McNutt 
met with opposition. Even supporters of the military draft, like Representative James Wadsworth 
who authored the Selective Service Act, argued that the act “was never intended to be used as a 
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club to be wielded or cracked down on the heads of civilians.”46 Opposition to McNutt’s 
proposal resulted in the passage of Public Law 197 in late 1943 which reaffirmed the 
significance of fatherhood as the paramount factor in assigning deferments. The debates 
continued throughout the war, however, and in December 1944 the Selective Service System 
issued a work or fight order that applied to men labeled IV-F, or unfit for the military. Only 
about 12,000 men were drafted under this program, according to historian Albert Blum. The 
threat of the draft, however, was used to break strikes in aviation, mining, railroads, and urban 
public transportation. Blum argues convincingly that the war department was willing to use the 
draft as a weapon against labor, but did not want to adopt it as general policy.47 Although federal 
officials differed over the degrees of coercion they wanted to embrace, the entire conversation 
illustrates the ways that the requirements of war provided opportunities to redefine the 
responsibilities of citizenship.   
In this landscape, complaints about idleness took on increased significance. For African 
Americans, such accusations existed within a larger context of debates about race, crime, and 
migration that had been ongoing in one form or another since Reconstruction.48 In New York, 
southern migrants were a particular focus of such racialized critiques. Kings County Judge 
Franklin Taylor articulated tropes common to these accusations in September 1943 when he 
spoke out against home relief. He declared “ever since home relief started, New York city has 
been the magnet to which the potential dregs of pauperism have gravitated.” Continuing, the 
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Judge noted “the social flotsam has trekked into New York City…once here and on relief these 
people further deteriorate…the men stay home during the day so as to remain on relief. Being 
idle, they spend the time drinking cheap liquor and gambling.”49 Though Taylor did not 
explicitly name African Americans as the target of his ire, Dan Burley, writing in the Amsterdam 
News, argued that Black New Yorkers understood the Judge’s remarks as directed at them. 
Burley criticized Taylor for his remarks, and noted that Black New Yorkers would move off 
home relief when “the doors to jobs have been opened to all, regardless of race or color.”50 
Black journalists in New York differed in their assessment and analysis of the war’s 
impact on gambling patterns in the city. One reporter in the Amsterdam News described an 
increase in gambling and partying during the war, declaring “Harlem is wild” with New Yorkers 
reaping the benefit of wartime jobs and wages. The limited wartime consumption options meant 
that “[New Yorkers] are spending on amusements and for liquor and restaurant food and the 
wanton waste of money in gambling.” The author contrasted those “wasting” money on 
gambling with the “solid folk” at the Post Office bond window investing their money in savings 
and “also, no doubt for Uncle Sam.”51 The journalist connected thrift and patriotism, focusing on 
gambling as an issue of consumption rather than production. He, unlike La Guardia and 
Valentine, acknowledged that many gamblers also held productive jobs.  
Carolyn Dixon voiced an alternative opinion in the newspaper a month later. Dixon wrote 
that “with a decent job at respectable wages [former gamblers] reason, there’s nothing to be 
gained in trying to ‘out-figure’ the number bankers.” She argued that the city’s previous anti-
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gambling campaigns had “stopped organized racketeering but did not stop the numbers. 
Independents are still carrying on.” She remarked, though, “it doesn’t pay, even the bankers are 
saying, to attempt to beat Mayor LaGuardia and Uncle Sam.”52 For Dixon, gambling was a 
profession rather than a pastime, and one that did not pay in the punitive wartime context. 
In his column in the New York Amsterdam News the academic and activist W.E.B. 
DuBois presented an argument in opposition to wartime gambling. DuBois proposed a “future 
program” for the paper’s African American readers,  
let us ignore luxury, waste, gambling, and keeping up with the Joneses…let us learn the 
new economics which refuses to build wealth on theft from the poor and aims to re-
distribute wealth so as to make a steady demand for consumable goods, whose 
consumption helps and does not hurt men. Let us aim at production for use and not for 
profit, and eschew chance as a legitimate means of livelihood.53 
 
DuBois’s perspective on gambling was similar in many ways to La Guardia’s. DuBois, however, 
was writing with the larger consideration of the war’s impact on the rights of African Americans 
in mind. The writer’s concluding line that “with such a program they can’t keep us down and 
they know it,” indicates the higher stakes that existed for African American men labeled 
unproductive or wasteful.   
Gamblers were guilty of wasting more than just their own labor, according to city 
officials. In May 1943, the mayor directed NYPD officers to patrol neighborhoods surrounding 
race tracks and record the license plates of cars parked in the vicinity. Officers were then 
required to report these numbers to the Office of Price Administration to investigate 
inappropriate use of gasoline rations. “The OPA considers horse races the least essential of all 
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forms of recreation,” La Guardia alerted his listeners in a May 1943 broadcast.54 La Guardia 
connected the races with absenteeism and argued that, though such a ruling fell under the 
purview of the federal government, horse racing should really be prohibited for the duration. The 
mayor’s views on wartime gambling were shared by some of the most influential players in the 
federal bureaucracy. Southern New Dealer and “Assistant President” James F. Byrnes had served 
in both the Senate and Supreme Court before moving to lead the Office of War Mobilization.55 
In December 1944, Byrnes gave the mayor his wish, declaring that beginning on January 3, 
1945, all animal racing was to be suspended to conserve labor and materials. In his statement, 
Byrnes announced  
The existing war situation demands the utmost effort that the people of the United States 
can give to the support of its armed forces in the production of needed war materials. The 
operation of race tracks is not conducive to this all-out effort.56   
 
In response to the announcement La Guardia gleefully proclaimed, “I’m for Jimmy [Byrnes] for 
President,” and celebrated that it was “good news indeed.”57 La Guardia advised Valentine to 
shift officers to preventing the always prohibited off-the-track betting, and to targeting number 
runners.  
Though the most vehement wartime concern about number runners and betters focused on 
men, some women arrested for gambling were criticized for neglecting their wartime duties and 
violating the expectations of their gender. On December 6, five women came before Magistrate 
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Hirsimaki in Brooklyn’s weekend court for charges related to gambling. A patrolman charged 
Belle Braham who lived at 214 Livonia Ave with keeping 122 sets of policy numbers in a Bible 
on the table in her bedroom. The same patrolman arrested Belle’s sister Bertha for possessing 
policy slips in her bedroom as well. Mary Rabinowitz had been arrested at her candy store on 
3056 Fulton Street for accepting horse racing bets, which she told the court she did to make good 
on a debt. Goldie Berman faced accusations of accepting betting at her candy store at 462 
Ashford Street, and Mary Saraginaga was charged with selling liquor without a license. “It looks 
as though they’re taking over for the duration” one court attendant remarked of the Brooklyn 
women, “And doing a good job of it” another commented.58 In March 1943, Magistrate William 
Klapp lectured twelve Bronx women for “passing their time gambling instead of doing war 
work.”59 When Mrs. Florence Anderson came to court in Flatbush on charges of bookmaking in 
October 1943, she received a scolding. “If your mother had been told when you were a little girl 
that in 1943 her daughter and other women would be bookmakers” the magistrate admonished, 
“she would have thought it a fantastic story by H.G. Wells.” He continued with his description of 
this sorry state of affairs, announcing “there is no sex distinction when it comes to gambling.”60 
The cases of these women, though deeply upsetting to Magistrate Sall, provoked less attention 
than those of their male counterparts during the war because of the gendered expectations of 
wartime citizenship. Women were not subject to the draft, and, though many women volunteered 
with the armed forces and many more worked in war-related manufacturing, female wartime 
citizenship was not imbued with the same expectations of physical contribution to the armed 
forces or wartime production.  
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As the war progressed, La Guardia encouraged Valentine and the city’s Selective Service 
Director to treat all men arrested for gambling like arrestee Henry Hoffman. “Look here, Lew” 
La Guardia declared, addressing Commissioner Valentine, “every arrest that you make for 
gambling, check the military information, the draft board cards, and report them immediately to 
Colonel [Arthur] McDermott [NYC City Selective Service Director]. Detain the gamblers and 
physically deliver them to the colonel or to the draft boards.” In January 1945, La Guardia 
announced on his weekly broadcast that anyone arrested in a gambling raid would have his draft 
status “carefully scrutinized,” and anyone classified with a deferment would have his case 
revisited by his local draft board. The mayor had been inspired to remark on the need to draft 
gamblers by the case of Max Katz who had received a class 2-A deferment and was arrested in 
September 1944 for running a numbers bank.61 The National Director of the Selective Service 
declined to comment on the legality of La Guardia’s proposal, remarking to the New York Times 
only that he had not considered such a policy. To La Guardia, refusing to work at a “war job” 
constituted a crime “as low and despicable as treason.” The New York Times marked the new 
policy as going into effect on February 1.62 The mayor’s approach illustrated the ways that the 
wartime mobilization created gendered requirements for citizenship and militarized the home 
front with the support of the NYPD. For civilian men, the always inappropriate practice of 
gambling became treasonous during the war because of their responsibilities to participate in 
staffing, arming, and feeding the nation’s war effort.   
For men in the armed forces, however, the practices and arguments around gambling differed 
significantly. La Guardia and Valentine considered these men to be performing their wartime 
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duty. Opportunities to gamble or to get arrested for gambling could interrupt that duty. To the 
mayor and police commissioner, therefore, gambling among civilians was an indication of their 
rejection of wartime responsibilities; enlisted men who were already performing this 
responsibility, in contrast, needed to be protected from the distractions and dangers of gambling. 
 
“Give Some Protection to Those Sailors and Soldiers”63: Protecting White Enlisted Men 
from Gamblers and Gambling Arrests 
 
While city officials and residents viewed civilian gamblers as irresponsible traitors, these 
same Gothamites argued that enlisted men needed to be protected from both predatory gamblers 
and the possibility of being arrested for gambling themselves. Reformers had made similar 
arguments about the need to protect vulnerable men from conniving conmen and their own poor 
judgement in the 1930s, but during the war this demand took on a patriotic tint. Department 
leaders directed NYPD members to prevent gambling throughout the city as a means of 
protecting the time and income of enlisted men.  
This wartime responsibility became a common theme at department events in the spring 
of 1943. Valentine emphasized this duty to the 2,100 audience members in attendance at one of 
the department’s communion breakfasts in March 1943. The commissioner reminded the 
audience that department members must “see to the welfare of the thousands of members of the 
armed services to be found in our midst. New York City is the largest staging area- point of 
embarkation if you’d prefer calling it that- in the United States, and we have got to protect those 
thousands of our boys on their way through- and during their stay- in our city.”64 At a 
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communion address one month later District Attorney Frank Hogan took an even more dire 
approach in his discussion of wartime police responsibility. Hogan alerted attendees “your work 
was never more important than it is now.” He reminded officers that enlisted men came into 
Manhattan and other parts of the city from Schuyler, Totten and Hamilton Forts, as well as from 
Manhattan Beach, Harts Island, Governors Island, Mitchel Field and Floyd Bennet Field. Men 
also came off of the naval and merchant ships docked in the city and traveled from camps as far 
as 100 miles away to spend their furlough in the city, Hogan noted. “Without speculating on the 
number,” the DA declared, “it is safe to say that there are more service men in this city than you 
would find in any military camp in the country.” Of these men, Hogan warned NYPD officers, 
“all of them are in your care. If a soldier gets into trouble and must appear in our courts as 
witness, complainant or defendant, valuable days of training and of service are forever lost with 
possibly fatal consequences to someone fighting in our cause.”65  
Civilian New Yorkers joined in the cause by alerting the mayor to conditions they 
considered dangerous to servicemen. A concerned resident described one of the “noisiest places 
in the neighborhood” located at 233 East 78th Street, where the writer speculated the owner 
hosted gambling and sold liquor illegally. The complainant stated he heard that an “informant” 
had found “drunken soldiers and prostitutes right on the street”66 Another New Yorker, who 
signed as “a resident” wrote to the mayor in January 1945, describing a “gang of thugs” playing 
a “shell game and a three card monte game” on the express platform of the IRT at Penn Station. 
There were, according to the author “over 20 people” watching the game, which was “promoted 
for the boys of the Armed Forces coming from the Penn R.R. Station.” The writer demanded that 
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the mayor “give some protection to those sailors and soldiers arriving at that point.”67 Following 
the complaint, the Commanding Officer of Manhattan’s Third Division reported that the IRT 
Subway Station at Penn Station “was visited on various occasions at irregular hours, kept under 
close surveillance, but no violation of law was observed thereat.” Despite this absence of visible 
lawbreaking, “all concerned have been…instructed to give location complained of special and 
continued attention and in the event the conditions mentioned is found to exist to take the 
appropriate police action necessary to suppress same.”68 
 One way that city officials sought to shield servicemen from both criminal actors and 
arrest played out in the city’s directives to officers regarding the 1945 curfew. In February 1945, 
James Byrnes issued a nationwide curfew of midnight for all places of entertainment in an effort 
to conserve coal and reduce labor needed for nighttime transportation.69 La Guardia, believing in 
New York City’s exceptional nature, requested that the city receive an extra hour curfew 
exemption for its nightlife.  He was diplomatically shut down by Byrnes who remarked that 
“when the rest of the nation complies with the midnight closing I am sure the patriotic citizens of 
New York will do so.”70 The implementation of the curfew caused significant commotion in 
Gotham’s nighttime entertainment community. The Beverage Times ran multiple pieces lauding 
the patriotism of purveyors of alcoholic beverages, who declared of the curfew “‘what of it?’- if 
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it will help win the war and get our fighting men home sooner, we are for it- one hundred 
percent, hook, line, and sinker!”71  
Members of the NYPD received clear instructions on how to enforce such a curfew.  
Chief Inspector John J. O’Connell telephoned all borough commanders with the directive “not to 
arrest or molest soldiers, sailors, marines, or other members of the armed forces found by police 
in unlicensed premises, or premises where curfew violations were being committed.” The order 
emphasized that no charges in connection with the violations were to be brought against 
servicemen, though civilian customers of such places were to be taken into custody. Police were 
directed to inform enlisted men of the unlicensed or “curfew-violating status” of the 
establishments and to suggest that the soldiers immediately vacate the premises.72 Unlike that of 
the civilian gamblers or women found in such establishments, enlisted men’s time and mobility 
were considered essential to the war effort and therefore were not to be infringed upon through 
arrest or incarceration.  
 Though the exemption from arrest for curfew violation protected enlisted men from 
incarceration, gambling could also pose other dangers. An anguished letter sent to the mayor at 
the end of the war articulated other ways that gambling could undermine the security of enlisted 
men. The letter writer, who signed his name “veteran World War II” articulated the fears and 
familial sacrifices that he experienced while abroad. “Thank goodness I returned safely but to 
what a strained family relationship and not one dollar saved, but plenty of debts.” He recounted 
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how “knowing that my Dad was a confirmed gambler” he and his mother had extracted a 
promise from his father to cease gambling and save from his wartime defense job. Despite this 
foresight and his hope for a nest egg, “we have no nest, and there are no eggs.” “Gambling is the 
very cause of our predicament” he informed the mayor. The writer stated he had “thought 
wartime put a stop to this,” but he had then discovered his father’s regular spots to be “as brazen 
as ever, if not more so.” He attributed the spots to “a gangster clique” operating with the support 
of “pigs that are in back of them and protect them.”73 In his letter, “veteran World War II” 
articulated the ways that some New Yorkers felt exploited and victimized by the city’s gamblers. 
This was one of the central concerns that motivated the mayor’s anti-gambling crusades. He 
shared the letter with listeners of his weekly broadcast on August 26, 1945. “We have had a bad 
week in gambling” La Guardia proclaimed, and read part of the letter on air. He then wondered 
“look here, Mr. Inspector, why should the Mayor be humiliated by receiving a letter like this? 
Why should this boy come home to find even his allotment stolen from his father by bums and 
thieves?” The mayor ordered “you fellows on post there, what have you got a night stick for? I 
want those bums cleaned out of that neighborhood. I don’t want to get letters like this from 
veterans.”74 To La Guardia, the letter writer’s status as a veteran made his exploitation by 
gamblers all the more despicable. Having served his civic responsibility abroad he returned to, in 
the mayor’s framework, find his family’s security undermined by a threat at home.  
 Although the mayor, police commissioner, and public opinion viewed gamblers as anti-
patriotic at best and traitorous at worst, some Gothamites disagreed. New Yorkers who engaged 
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in gambling sought to defend their pastime and framed restrictions on civil liberties as the true 
violation of the spirit of the American war effort. The membership of the Sporting Women’s 
Moral Club, for example, who identified themselves as “a group of twenty women, some of 
[whom] are mothers of veterans, some are wives of businessmen,” proclaimed their commitment 
to the races. They criticized the mayor for denouncing horse race players “time and time again.” 
They even threatened to publicize the names of “many of the officials that you appointed [who] 
are carrying on in an adulterous state” ominously stating “we have the hotels they visit and with 
whom and when.” “You cannot get angry at us, your Honor,” they warned, “for we are only 
using your methods even tho they are those of the gestapo.”75 Mrs. Bush of East 19th Street wrote 
to La Guardia to “register her protest” against the arrest of two men in Madison Square Garden 
for “harmless” betting. She argued police protection was “lacking on the streets of New York in 
my own neighborhood. Meanwhile police are employed in such foolishness.”76 These critics, 
though vocal and creative, represented a small minority. They were far outnumbered by those 
who wrote in support of the mayor’s anti-gambling campaigns and demanded protection for 
innocent servicemen like “veteran World War II.” 
The assumption that predatory gamblers lured innocent enlisted men into vice was 
punctured in August 1945 by the case of George Sturm and Josephine Allen. In August 1945, 
Patrolman Henry Schnitzer accused Sturm, a Navy yeoman assigned to the Naval Induction 
Center in Grand Central Palace between 46th and 47th streets, of taking bets on horse races. 
Schnitzer claimed to have heard that “a pretty waitress” at a bar and grill at 735 Third Avenue 
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was accepting bets and turning them over to a uniformed sailor, who, in turn, relayed them via a 
nearby telephone. The patrolman stated that he visited the bar and, upon verifying the report, 
arrested both Sturm and Josephine Allen, the waitress. Sturm and Allen each sought to point the 
finger at the other. Sturm denied accepting any money from Allen. Allen cleverly played on 
associations with gender and class, stating that “I guess I’m a dumb waitress and not a clever 
bookmaker.” Allen also implied that she had felt compelled to assist an enlisted man, stating that 
she had accepted bets but “only to help out the sailor, without getting any money for it.” 
Magistrate Glebocki of the Gamblers Court declared “this is the first time I ever heard of a 
United States sailor being charged with bookmaking.” The New York Times recorded the 
“amazement” of everyone in the courtroom over the circumstances of a member of the Navy 
caught in such a predicament.77 Although Sturm’s actions disrupted the perception that men in 
uniform were solely the victims of gamblers, the widespread surprise at his case reveals the rarity 
of this type of arrest during the war. NYPD officers were directed to protect- not arrest white 
servicemen. Their Black counterparts, however, faced a very different type of policing.   
 
“Bring These Hoodlums to Justice”78: Policing Black Servicemen on Staten Island 
In February, March, and April of 1945, Staten Island, specifically the Fox Hills Army 
facility and its environs on the Island’s eastern shore, became the site of contentious debates 
about the interactions between Black soldiers and Staten Island’s primarily white residents and 
police officers. As Martha Biondi has noted, though “racial harassment of Black soldiers is 
mostly associated with military bases in the South, it happened wherever the segregated military 
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happened to be, including Fox Hills.”79 Staten Island housed 175,000 white soldiers and civilians 
and 9,000 African American soldiers and civilians, of whom between 3,000 and 3,500 were 
soldiers employed in longshore and stevedore work at the Fox Hills facility.80 The Army began 
using Fox Hills in the spring of 1944. It served as a training facility and included segregated 
cafeterias for white prisoners of war and African American soldiers, the latter of whom were also 
refused service at restaurants around the facility.81 The Army’s adoption of the Fox Hills greatly 
increased the number of African American servicemen housed on Staten Island. The Staten 
Island Defense Recreation Committee even opened a new “Booker T. Washington” Recreation 
Center to meet what they perceived to be the particular needs of Black soldiers. The committee 
determined that these needs included young women, known as junior auxiliary hostesses, whom, 
according to the committee “Staten Island alone could not supply.” Though the coverage of this 
process in the Staten Island Advance does not mention race, the committee likely sought African 
American hostesses, which might have explained their difficulty staffing the center.82   
 Less than a year after the opening of Fox Hills, District Attorney Farrell M. Kane spoke 
with the press and military authorities about a wave of petty crimes purportedly committed by 
enlisted men stationed at the facility. Kane stated that, though additional police and detectives 
had already been assigned to the East Shore area, robberies, rowdiness, and misbehavior from 
the soldiers was on the rise.83 Kane informed the New York Times that though he “wish[ed] to 
give the military authorities the opportunity to handle it…if they fail to correct the condition, 
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steps will be taken by civil authorities.” In response, the NYPD assigned additional patrolmen 
and detectives to monitor the areas around the Army facility.84 Though city officials, NYPD 
officers, and many residents viewed white enlisted men as persons in need of protection, the 
Richmond county DA, Valentine, NYPD members, and some Staten Island residents viewed 
Black servicemen as a danger from which they required protection. 
The Staten Island Advance, the Island’s most widely circulated daily paper, covered the 
“crime wave” regularly. The paper studiously avoided the racialized language that ran in the New 
York Times and often omitted any discussion of race altogether, perhaps seeking to head off 
accusations of racism. According to the Advance, between the first of the year and early March 
Islanders had lodged roughly 30 complaints against soldiers in the area.85 One of the first well 
publicized incidents involved an alleged assault on a Staten Islander by two African American 
soldiers who then also purportedly roughed up a white 32-year-old patrolman, Stephen Crowe, 
when he sought to intervene.86 The two young soldiers arrested after the incident hailed from 
Virginia and Texas, demonstrating that the experience of relocating with the military and being 
met with violence, conflict, and exclusion did not flow only north-to-south. The day after this 
incident, Kane asked Valentine to increase the police presence on the East Shore area. On March 
6, Valentine ordered six motorcycles and sidecars, two radio cars, and a squad of detectives from 
other boroughs to relocate to Staten Island and cover the area from 8 p.m. until 4 a.m. Army 
authorities, in turn, restricted the system of pass distribution and introduced a strictly enforced 
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bed check at the Stapleton post at 11 pm.87 After this incident, the Stapleton Businessmen’s 
Association conducted a special meeting to evaluate the problem of a possible crime wave and 
the best course of action.88 This meeting represented the first of many that the Businessmen’s 
Association held discussing the supposed crime wave; its members joined D.A. Kane in speaking 
to the press about crime in the area.  
Police and military officials met with Kane to assess the threat following the purported 
assault on Crowe. Kane hosted a conference at his office on March 8 with deputy Chief Inspector 
John L. Lagarenne, a Brooklyn detective official who had been temporarily assigned to assist 
with the district, Inspector Walter Hourigan, commanding officer of all uniformed police on 
Staten Island, Captain James F. Austin, head of the St. George precinct uniformed force, and 
Lieutenant James McIvor, acting commander of Staten Island detectives. When informing the 
press of the conference, Kane noted that his concern had been “less with changes in the present 
plan of policing the East Shore than with putting it on a more permanent basis,” as long as the 
military remained on Staten Island. On March 9, 1945 Kane announced that expanded civilian 
and military police patrols would continue indefinitely.89 
Residents and business owners soon joined in the public outcry about crime near Fox 
Hills. On March 13, 250 residents and business owners signed a petition asking for additional 
police protection to “end hoodlumism” among troops stationed at the Fox Hills Terminal. The 
petition called on “law enforcement authorities to bring these hoodlums to justice…the situation 
seems to be getting out of hand and we trust you will give your immediate attention to this 
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serious problem. Unless such action is taken at once, serious race disorders may result.” 90 The 
authors mailed the petitions to the mayor’s office, although signers commented that they had 
written the petition before the addition of the extra patrols after which the police presence 
appeared sufficient. Though journalists covering the Fox Hills controversy for the Staten Island 
Advance avoided any discussion of racial conflict or the races of people involved in the crime 
wave, the petitioners signaled their concern with living and working next to Black servicemen by 
invoking the racially coded term “hoodlumism” and referencing possible “race disorders”.  
 The “crime wave” anxiety continued when a white woman and her neighbors stated that 
she had been raped by an African American man in an Army uniform. The New York Times ran a 
sensationalized story on the allegation, describing the woman as “set upon in the hallway of her 
Stapleton S.I. home.”91 The woman told police that during the assault she had bitten the thumb 
of her assailant. Following this accusation, all African American soldiers at Staten Island’s Fox 
Hills Army training post had to submit their thumbs for examination. Authorities, however, 
found no evidence of an injured thumb.92 As the investigation continued, Army and police 
reports differed on the details of the assault. Army officials stated that prisoners housed in a 
nearby guard house reported that they had seen a man running away from the woman’s 
apartment and described the suspicious individual as “of light complexion” and a civilian 
wearing a white sweat shirt.93 Inconsistencies also emerged in another accusation of crime, this 
one launched by a city employee, Edward Conroy, who had initially reported being accosted by 
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three African American soldiers.94 Investigators found Conroy’s explanation of events “rather 
confusing,” and he later retracted the story, admitting that he had gotten into a conflict with 
friends.95 The People’s Voice’s Llewellyn Ransom covered the case, putting it in the context of 
the racial politics of policing on Staten Island. “Although Staten Island is a Port of Embarkation 
where countless numbers of troops leave for foreign ports,” Ransom wrote, “every notorious 
incident is laid to the Negro labor troops.” Ransom also noted that while no public attention had 
been devoted to reports of attacks on African American women and servicemen, all Black 
servicemen were treated as under suspicion and were subjected to regular searches before 
leaving the camp. The journalist argued that “this sudden and strange hysteria” about crime was 
not shared by most Staten Islanders, but was driven by a small group of businessmen and 
homeowners.96  
This small cohort of complainants, however, had succeeded in crafting a situation in 
which soldiers were searched before leaving the grounds and heavily policed once they exited 
the facility. Servicemen outside of Fox Hills were met with a “small army of police, detectives, 
and MPS imported from Manhattan- more than 200 in all- [who] patrolled a three-mile square 
area on the East Shore.”97 In addition to this band of officers, the NYPD also appointed a new 
deputy inspector, David Condon, from the 1st Division in Manhattan to assist Inspector Walter 
Hourigan in directing the Island’s uniformed police force, and an Acting Captain Peter Brennan 
from Forest Hills, Queens to oversee the Island’s detectives.98 This approach to policing Black 
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soldiers presented a stark contrast to Valentine’s directive to NYPD officers that “we have got to 
protect those thousands of our boys on their way through- and during their stay- in our city.”99 
Though Valentine, other high ranking NYPD officials, DA’s, and La Guardia consistently 
reiterated the importance of protecting servicemen from gamblers, women, arrest, or any threat 
to their physical or moral security, the treatment that African American soldiers received on 
Staten Island indicates that officials did not extend this protection to them. The calls to protect 
“our boys” thus included an unspoken racial hierarchy.  
District Attorney Kane launched a grand jury investigation to explore the crime rumors, 
and perhaps to keep his name in the press. A Richmond County grand jury began hearing 
testimony on March 20 to investigate crime in the area around the army facility.100 Like the 1943 
Grand Jury Presentment on Bedford-Stuyvesant, this investigation called witnesses including 
real estate and business interests, the president of the Parent-Teacher Association, and a member 
of the Stapleton USO. Organizations like the Stapleton Businessmen’s Association, which 
advocated for increasing the police presence in the area, provided representatives to testify 
before the grand jury. The first witnesses included the president of the Stapleton Board of Trade 
and the president of the Concord-Grasmere Community Council. A representative from the 
Booker T. Washington Center Canteen and the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People also testified before the jury.101 All of the witnesses participated in the 
investigation voluntarily, and the vast majority were residents or representatives of business or 
homeowners’ associations.102 While the grand jury continued its investigation, members of the 
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Stapleton Businessmen’s Association held an informal meeting at the Stapleton Chophouse. 
Local pastors and members of the Staten Island Committee for Economic Investment attended. 
Members of the Grasmere Club, an organization composed of a group of residents who 
“maintain a private bathing beach at Bradys Pond during the summer,” also gathered to discuss 
the grand jury investigation and crime near Fox Hills.103 The attention to the grand jury 
investigation from these groups of business owners and homeowners illustrates their interest in 
the discussions about supposed criminal activity around the camp.  
The situation around Fox Hills soon became a topic of interest in the city outside of 
Staten Island. On March 21, the day after the grand jury began its investigation, Staten Island 
Councilman Frederick Schick introduced a resolution to the City Council asking that “adequate 
steps” be taken by police and the military to protect the lives and property of Staten Islanders. 
The resolution described the Borough of Richmond as “a community of law-abiding citizens, 
consisting of families whose sons are fighting in foreign lands for the preservation of peace 
throughout the world.”104 Ben Davis, an African American City Councilman from Harlem and a 
leading member of the Communist Party, objected to considering Schick’s resolution, which was 
then scheduled for consideration at a later date.105 Carl Dunbar Lawrence, writing in the 
Amsterdam News, criticized the grand jury and the whole framing of the situation on Staten 
Island. Lawrence described reports circulated by white Staten Islanders that African American 
soldiers were unfit for service in the U.S. Army. Reporters for the Amsterdam News, Lawrence 
wrote, were convinced that the rumor about gambling and vice among enlisted men on Staten 
Island “was actually a conspiracy to make it appear that our boys in uniform are primarily 
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concerned about white women, cheap liquor, and gambling.”106 On March 24, 1945, the People’s 
Voice criticized the Mayor’s Committee on Unity for inaction on the Staten Island situation, 
asking “what about the southern-style ‘rape’ hysteria being whipped up against Negro soldiers in 
Staten Island?”107 Llewllyn Ransom accused Kane of making “political capital of the so-called 
crime wave,” which, he argued “existed only in the minds of a few middle-class property owners 
who fear a military encampment might depress property values.”108  
The grand jury produced a presentment in which it affirmed the accounts of rampant 
crime around Fox Hills and the need for more police and harsher regulation of the liberties of 
soldiers at the camp. The jury attributed the “recent outbreak of criminal activities” to the 
“breakdown in military discipline and the morale among the soldiers stationed [at the facility].” 
The jury declared “we also find that the recreational facilities for the troops stationed at the post 
were practically non-existent…that the rules governing passes and furloughs for the men were 
very lax…[and]that the staff of the military police patrolling the community was highly 
inadequate.”109 The presentment served to legitimize the complaints voiced by the white 
property and business owners who played a key role in shaping the testimony and reiterated 
much of what had already been published in the Staten Island Advance and the New York Times.  
Army officials took the complaints and the presentment seriously. They responded by 
transferring over 1,000 soldiers off of the island, asking the War Department to provide funds for 
the construction of a new guardhouse, a service club inside the facilities, and a fence to enclose 
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the perimeter of the camp, all of which would further separate soldiers from the SI 
community.110 The War Department approved $143,000 to meet these requests.111 Though 
officials justified the fence as necessary to prevent trespassers from entering the camp, given the 
circumstances, it seems that the primary goal was keeping African American servicemen from 
exiting. Though the statement made no mention of the grand jury investigation, DA Kane had 
earlier suggested that additional recreational facilities on sight might keep soldiers inside the 
grounds.112  
As the news about the funding and the transfer circulated, Staten Island residents seem to 
have softened in their criticism. One anonymous writer in the Advance encouraged fellow 
Islanders to “think a bit about our hasty thoughtlessness” and to consider that the men at Fox 
Hills “soldiers in name, but stevedores in fact” were loading the ships providing the necessary 
equipment to “20,000 Staten Island lads” around the world. “We…should not forget that these 
soldier-workers are getting the stuff to our kids. They are doing a job for the nation.”113 The 
grand jury wrapped up its work in early April, but the heightened police presence and 
contentious relations between Staten Islanders and the Black servicemen stationed at Fox Hills 
continued.  
 
Conclusions 
 Though much of the NYPD’s energy was directed toward women and children during 
the war, the campaigns against gamblers illustrate the ways that men also came under 
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surveillance in this moment. Debates about the appropriate scope of the wartime state structured 
this policing, as did gendered conceptions of masculine citizenship. For Valentine, La Guardia, 
and many New Yorkers, gambling among civilian men during the war symbolized their rejection 
of the wartime duties of male citizenship. The NYPD’s treatment of gamblers was influenced by 
this ideology and diverged depending on men’s relationship to the wartime state.  
The episode on Staten Island revealed the unspoken racial limitations of the calls to 
protect enlisted men. La Guardia, Valentine, city magistrates, and other NYPD officials invoked 
the need to safeguard servicemen from being preyed upon as a justification for cracking down on 
gamblers. Police department leaders directed NYPD officers to avoid arresting soldiers and 
sailors caught gambling or breaking curfew to further shield them from the consequences of 
these violations. The success of white Staten Island residents in levying accusations of 
criminality against Black soldiers indicates that these narratives of protection did not extend to 
Black servicemen. African American soldiers not only merited less protection than their white 
counterparts, but, according to white Staten Islanders and city officials, presented a danger from 
which white New Yorkers deserved protection. White Staten Islanders’ complaints about 
criminality also increased the racial segregation of leisure in their community by justifying the 
creation of more onsite recreational facilities inside the Fox Hills facility. Anxiety from residents 
and city officials about interracial leisure was not limited to Staten Island. Throughout the war, 
calls to protect white servicemen from contracting venereal diseases and from being exposed to 
immoral entertainment legitimized more aggressive policing of entertainment, with a particular 
focus on working-class and interracial spaces.    
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Chapter Five 
 
“They Do Not Go There to Say a Padre Nostre”- Mayor La Guardia, January 19441 
 
 
Policing Entertainment in Wartime NYC 
 
In July 1941, Mayor La Guardia dedicated a city-owned building on Park Avenue and 
Fortieth Street to serve as a headquarters for members of the armed services visiting New York 
City. The dedication featured a ceremony in which fifty uniformed soldiers, sailors, and marines 
set out from the new center accompanied by forty-eight artists’ models and two members of the 
American Women’s Volunteer Service. These female representatives served to demonstrate, 
according to one speaker at the ceremony, New York City’s “hospitality and generosity.” Mayor 
La Guardia addressed the crowd, directing enlisted men to beware of “clip joints,” or nightclubs 
at which they might be overcharged and preyed upon. The mayor encouraged the men to inform 
him of such clubs “and I’ll close them up so fast it will make them dizzy.” Escorts then ferried 
the models and enlisted men on a complimentary tour of the city, hitting the Bronx Zoo, Radio 
City, and Fifi’s Monte Carlo.2  
The opening of the center for servicemen illustrated the ways officials sought to steer 
enlisted men toward particular types of entertainment and women. City officials worked to 
capitalize on men’s desire to experience New York City’s entertainment life, while also 
attempting to structure these experiences. La Guardia and his administration understood that 
millions of young men would pass through the city either while on leave, before shipping out, or 
                                                      
1 La Guardia to General Thomas A. Terry and Edward J. Marquart, January 24, 1944. Folder 2, 
Roll 0150. Subject Files: Out of Bounds Prostitution, FLGC, NYCMA.  
2 “Service Men’s Information Center is Opened in City-Owned Building,” New York Times, July 
8, 1941, 11.  
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as part of a journey to training camps in the south or west. The mayor even collaborated with the 
Third Naval District’s Welfare and Recreation Office to record a greeting to be played for 
incoming sailors before they came ashore in the city. The mayor’s message informed the men 
that New York avenues run north/south and streets east/west, and suggested that they visit the 
Defense Recreation Headquarters.3 City officials wanted these young men to experience and be 
appropriately dazzled by New York’s nightlife and culture, but only in entertainment venues and 
with escorts deemed appropriate, moral, and orderly. Protecting soldiers and sailors from 
disorderly women and the venues that housed them became a policing imperative that played out 
on the city’s nightlife.  
Officials presented women, embodied by the models in the opening ceremony, as one of 
the city’s perks to be enjoyed, or a threat to be avoided. Controlling the interactions between 
New York’s women and servicemen in dancehalls, burlesque theaters, bars, restaurants, and 
other nightspots served as a justification for NYPD and city officials to intensify the policing of 
these spaces. Officers in the shore patrol and military police kept a watch out for men in the 
Army, Navy, Marine, and Air Corps who might be getting into trouble, but it was up to the 
NYPD to monitor young women. Officers focused particularly on “protecting” white servicemen 
from venues that catered to working-class or interracial audiences, which could be designated 
“disorderly” and where they might encounter women deemed threatening to enlisted men for 
their race, class, profession, sexual history, or actual or presumed venereal disease status. White 
officials tended to view African American servicemen as in need of less protection than their 
                                                      
3 “Mayor’s Voice on Record Advises Sailors to ‘Call a City Cop’ if SP’s Get in Their Way,” 
New York Times, 26 Sept. 1944, 25.  
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white counterparts, and police officers sometimes perceived uniformed Black servicemen, like 
those stationed on Staten Island, as threats themselves.   
During the war, the project of ordering, patrolling, and segregating the city’s leisure 
spaces, a longstanding preoccupation of municipal governance, gained both a new justification 
and increased importance as an essential component of military preparedness.4 In the efforts by 
city authorities and the NYPD to monitor and control how visiting sailors and soldiers spent their 
free time, these officials revealed wartime anxieties about interracial socializing and working-
class sexuality. City and NYPD officials sought to craft a gendered urban order informed by race 
and class hierarchies in the name of protecting white American servicemen, while also 
mobilizing the nation for a military campaign launched in the name of global democracy. Many 
African American New Yorkers understood the racialized policing of leisure and vice to be 
interwoven with social and political inequalities. Activists protested the ways that Valentine, La 
Guardia, Army officials, and the city’s white press presented Harlem as a center of crime and 
vice, contending that such policing was undemocratic and anti-American. In the context of the 
larger military mobilization, however, city administrators argued that the restriction of New 
Yorkers’ civil rights constituted a relatively insignificant casualty.  
Valentine and La Guardia identified certain areas throughout the city as particularly rife 
with immoral leisure and disorder. Times Square provided a central point for vice and temptation 
with its theaters, burlesque shows, saloons, and taxi dancehalls.5 Central Park housed “thousands 
                                                      
4 For a discussion of attempts to segregate leisure spaces in New York City in the early twentieth 
century see Fronc, New York Undercover, chapter four, “Race Mixing, Investigation, and the 
Enforcement of Jim Crow,” particularly 95-106. 
5 “Gambling Drive Traps 100,” New York Times, September 28, 1942, 1. Sergeant Lloyd 
Shearer, “A Night with an M.P.: Roaming the Town with a Military Policeman,” New York 
Times, December 6, 1942, SM23.  
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of places of concealment” for trysts and assignations. Further north, Valentine claimed, soldiers 
could find all types of vice in Harlem. The commissioner presented the uptown neighborhood as 
so dangerous that “even my own men are not safe.”6 Throughout the war, Valentine assigned 
extra patrolmen and City Patrol Corps volunteers to monitor these neighborhoods and shuttered 
dancehalls and burlesque theaters accused of hosting immoral entertainment for soldiers and 
sailors.7  
The owners of bars, restaurants, and hotels sometimes took it upon themselves to monitor 
the interactions between women and servicemen in their establishments. Childs Restaurant at 
1501 Broadway directed employees to prevent “table-jumping” and “pick-ups,” and issued cards 
informing guests “We want you to enjoy yourself while you are here, but please refrain from 
approaching unescorted ladies on these premises.”8 Management at the Hotel Astor on Times 
Square displayed the following message detailing “an Astor Policy” on tent cards in their bar and 
cocktail lounges, 
We ask our male guests, both military and civilian, to refrain from ‘mixing’ with 
unescorted ladies at other tables. Compliance with this request will save embarrassment 
to you, to us and to the ladies involved…Please cooperate with us in the observance of 
these rules.9  
 
                                                      
6 “250 More Police in Harlem to Stamp Out Crime Wave,” New York Times, November 8, 1941, 
1.  
7 Lewis Valentine, Venereal Disease Control Conference, June 29, 1943, Headquarters Second 
Service Command, Governors Island. Folder 11, Roll 251. Subject Files: Venereal Disease. 
FLGC, NYCMA. Final Report of the Commandant, City Patrol Corps to La Guardia, September 
1945, Folder 7, Roll 0152. Subject Files: Patrol Corps, FLGC, NYCMA. “6 Dance Halls Shut on 
Police Charges,” New York Times, Sept. 11, 1943, 15.  
8 From Commanding Officer, Third Division to Borough Commander, Manhattan West “Alleged 
Teen-Age Girls Drinking and Picking Up Servicemen in Child’s Paramount Broadway” 
September 5, 1944. Folder 36, Roll 111. Subject Files: Juvenile Delinquency. FLGC, NYCMA.  
9 Conference on Venereal Disease Control Transcript, Headquarters, Second Service Command, 
Governors Island N.Y.4, N.Y., 18 September 1944, 43. Folder: New York, Box 7. Record Group 
215, Entry 40. NACP.  
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At least two female guests objected to this policy and even wrote to First Lady Eleanor 
Roosevelt complaining about the hotel’s practice.10 The creators of the “Astor Policy,” were 
perhaps unaware of the bar’s national reputation as a place where men “mixed” with other men. 
 The Social Protection Division strongly encouraged business owners to prohibit 
“mixing” as part of their contribution to the war effort. If that carrot did not convince hotel 
owners and restaurateurs, the SPD noted that establishments could be placed off limits for 
enlisted men or shut down altogether. An SPD pamphlet entitled “Off Limits: The Prostitute’s 
Threat to your Country, Your Business, Your Job,” informed employers and employees in the 
service professions of the perils posed by their single female customers. The author asked his 
readers if they would take such a risk merely to protect the liberties of “a woman who could 
seriously injure or totally destroy your business?”11 The author informed employers that as 
“patriotic American[s]” they could serve their country by barring “saboteurs” like the “prostitute, 
the promiscuous woman, the ‘Victory Girl’ and the Bee girl” from their place of businesses. The 
pamphlet directed readers to warn patrons against these female threats, and to “[do] everything in 
your power to stop their activities in your community.”12 Although some establishments had 
engaged in monitoring patrons for years, pamphlets like “Off-Limits” encouraged bar and hotel 
owners to reframe policing their patrons as a wartime necessity.13 When the propaganda of the 
SPD could not induce employers to adequately police their patrons, the NYPD was prepared to 
step in.   
                                                      
10 Ibid.   
11 Walter M. Swertfager Company, “Off Limits: The Prostitute’s Threat to your Country, Your 
Business, Your Job,” 2. March 6, 1944. Folder: New York, Box 7. Record Group 215, Entry 40. 
NACP.  
12 Ibid, 3.  
13 For more on bar owners regulating their clientele during the 1930s see Chauncey, Gay New 
York, chapter 12, “The Exclusion of Homosexuality from the Public Sphere in the 1930s.” 
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The NYPD operated with an expansive set of formal and informal policies for labeling 
and monitoring “disorderly” spaces, which was easily mobilized to regulate working-class and 
interracial spaces during the war. Any venue in which a vice arrest had occurred could be labeled 
a “raided premise,” after which a uniformed officer from the raided premise squad could be 
stationed at the location. Establishments, however, did not require this label in order to merit 
attention from the NYPD. The department possessed the power to regulate and revoke the 
licenses of dancehalls if plainclothes officers witnessed “indecent” behavior on the premises.14 
Officers performed nightly rounds in dancehalls, particularly those with reputations for being 
popular with enlisted men.15 A record drafted by the commanding officer of the 23rd Detective 
Squad illustrates how department members identified suspicious bars and restaurants. The 
commanding officer recounted monitoring Bill’s Bar and Grill on 3rd Avenue and East 99th Street 
and a poolroom at 3rd Avenue and 102nd Street. The officer described the establishments as 
suspicious, noting that they “catered to colored persons and [were] considered of poor class.” 
The precinct, however, possessed “no previous complaints on record against these 
premises…[and they] are not on the suspected list.” Ultimately the officers found the bars to be 
“in observance of law and regulations.”16 For these officers, however, the race and class of the 
patrons themselves had rendered the establishments suspicious.  
During the war, La Guardia and Valentine mobilized these policies to protect enlisted 
men from the dangers of burlesque shows in Times Square and the Savoy Ballroom in Harlem. 
Patrons, employees, and owners protested both closings for different reasons and engaged varied 
                                                      
14 “Police Start Check of All Dance Halls,” New York Times, March 1, 1944, 21. “Taxi Dance 
Halls Scored by Court,” New York Times, December 16, 1944, 30.  
15 “6 Dance Halls Shut on Police Charges,” New York Times, Sept. 11, 1943, 15. 
16 From Commanding Officer 23rd Detective Squad to Commanding Officer 18th Division, 
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tactics. Burlesque owners and performers cited civil liberties and compared La Guardia and 
Valentine to the authoritarian regimes that the United States was combatting abroad. In Harlem, 
residents and civil rights activists argued that the closing of the Savoy was just the latest in an 
ongoing effort by NYPD leaders and the press to slander the neighborhood as a center of vice 
and to racially segregate the city’s nightlife. Protestors argued that such tactics were anti-
democratic and contrary to the nation’s war aims. Despite these protests, in both episodes the 
wartime justification of protecting enlisted men from immorality provided the opportunity and 
rationale to shut down venues that had troubled the city’s leaders for years. 
 
The Wartime Crackdown on Burlesque 
Burlesque was popular in New York City on the brink of war. The shows, which combined 
sexual dance routines and comedic performances, charged affordable ticket prices and had been a 
staple of working-class entertainment since the late nineteenth century.17 Many performers 
played on identities as immigrants, either real or invented, as part of their acts, rendering 
burlesque suspicious from a racial as well as class perspective.18 In the late 1920s, performers 
adopted the strip-tease as a widely-used dance technique, which increased the provocation, 
playfulness, and suggestiveness of the genre.19 During the Depression, according to historian 
                                                      
17 Theaters hosting versions of such shows included the Columbia at Seventh Avenue and 47th 
Street, the Star Theater on Jay Street in Brooklyn, the Olympic and Irving Place near 14th Street 
and the Eltinge on 42nd Street. William Green, “Burlesque” in The Encyclopedia of New York 
City, ed. Kenneth T. Jackson (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 191. For more on the 
history of burlesque see Morton Minsky, Minsky’s Burlesque: A Fast and Look at America’s 
Bawdiest Era (New York: Arbor House, 1986) and Irving Zeidman, The American Burlesque 
Show (New York: Hawthorne Books, 1967).  
18 Zeidman, The American Burlesque Show, 114-115.  
19 Andrea Friedman, “‘The Habits of Sex-Crazed Perverts’: Campaigns Against Burlesque in 
Depression-Era New York City,” Journal of the History of Sexuality Vol. 7 No. 2 (Oct, 1996): 
208.  
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Andrea Friedman, many upscale theaters in the city closed and theater rents decreased. 
Burlesque theater operators took advantage of this opening to expand their shows into theaters in 
the Broadway entertainment district.20 This increase in burlesque and other cheap entertainments 
formed part of a general transformation of Times Square from shows that catered to an elite or 
middle-class audience to more affordable offerings, sometimes of a sexual nature.21 Along with a 
geographic shift, burlesque also gained greater acceptance in the cultural life of the city. The 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle ran a long meditation on the varieties of strip-tease in January 1941, 
informing readers of the “types of strip” including “the ‘parade,’ a slow dignified walk,…the 
‘grind,’ which ends in a torrid dance…[and] the ‘talking strip,’ which opens with the girl 
singing.”22 One burlesque performer appearing at the Tivoli-Follies Theater in Borough Hall 
Brooklyn in the winter of 1941 declared that “people have gotten used to burlesque. It has gained 
a lot of respectability.”23 On New Years’ eve 1941, a journalist writing in the New York Times 
commented that “people seek escape from the realities of war in musical comedy and 
burlesque.”24 One department within the Office of Production Management’s Bureau of 
Industrial Conservation even went by a burlesque-inspired nickname. Employees of this “strip-
tease” department simplified specifications for civilian products, or “strip[ped] off what 
appear[ed] to be unnecessary trimmings.”25 The language of burlesque had entered the staid 
world of the federal bureaucracy.  
                                                      
20 “Minsky Plans to Open Burlesque Circuit,” New York Times, May 16, 1931, 20. Friedman, 
“The Habits of Sex-Crazed Perverts,” 212.  
21 Themis Chronopoulos, “Morality, Social Disorder, and the Working Class in Times Square, 
1892-1954,” Australasian Journal of American Studies Vol. 30, No.1 (July 2011): 6-10.  
22 Harold Conrad, “Gotham Grapevine,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, January 20, 1941, 4. 
23 “Ann Corio Says Women Like to See Her, Too,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, Jan 15, 1941, 8. 
24 “Topics of the Times,” New York Times, Dec 31, 1941, 16.  
25 “’Strip Tease’ Gets a Place in Our Defense Language,” New York Times, Nov. 5 1941, 13.  
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The most famous strip-tease performer of the era, Gypsy Rose Lee, capitalized on this 
popularity by penning a murder mystery set in the world of the burlesque theater. The G-String 
Murders, published by Simon & Schuster in 1941, took readers backstage in a fictionalized 
theater in which a protagonist, also named Gypsy Rose Lee, performed alongside other strip-
teasers and comedians. The plot follows the performers’ efforts to uncover a murderer who 
strangled a dancer with her G-string. The real draw of the story, however, lay in the comedic and 
realistic depiction Lee crafted of the world of burlesque performance. Lee’s characters sashayed 
and stripped, but they also fixed their costumes, ordered Chinese food, and spent the night in jail. 
Critical reviews of the G-String Murders were mixed, but the book, unsurprisingly, received 
considerable attention in the press.26 Both the reviews of Lee’s book and her own publicity 
emphasized the author’s experience on the stage.27 Simon & Schuster ran images of suggestively 
clad women on the covers of The G-String Murders and Lee offered to perform “her specialty” 
in a department store window to generate interest in the book.28 The success of The G-String 
Murders, and a subsequent United Artists 1943 film based on the novel, Lady of Burlesque, 
which grossed $1.85 million, relied on the popularity of Gypsy Rose Lee and of the acceptance 
of burlesque within the larger cultural landscape.29 
Many of the enlisted men who visited New York City expected to take advantage of the 
city’s sexual entertainment options. Fifteen thousand soldiers, sailors, and marines stopped by 
the city’s Defense Recreation Headquarters at 99 Park Avenue every week after its opening in 
                                                      
26 “The G-String Murders. By Gypsy Rose Lee,” New York Times, October 12, 1941, BR24. 
“The G-String Murders,” People’s Voice, July 3, 1943, 11. Noralee Frankel, Stripping Gypsy: 
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July, 1941. At the headquarters, enlisted men could obtain free tickets to shows, movies, and 
museums, but not burlesque shows. While some likely shared the attitude of Private Al 
Greenberg, who proclaimed of his entertainment preference “don’t care what it is, as long as it’s 
gay,” others complained about the exclusion of burlesque shows from the offerings.30 La 
Guardia, Valentine, and Commissioner of Licenses Paul Moss, however, did not share this 
popular appreciation for burlesque. Their distaste for working-class sexual performances was not 
new, but the increased moralism of the war years provided an opportunity to more fully crack 
down on these unwanted theaters. It proved easier to generate support for closing such 
performances when enlisted white men might be sitting in the audiences.  
Throughout the 1930s, opponents of burlesque had sought to drive the performances from the 
Times Square area. The Forty-Second Street Property Owners’ and Merchants Association 
argued that cheap and sexual entertainment “brought the Bowery and Coney Island to Times 
Square” therefore debasing a formerly illustrious cultural center.31 After La Guardia’s election in 
1933, he appointed Paul Moss as his Commissioner of Licenses. Moss, who had worked in the 
theater industry and served as the business manager for La Guardia’s campaign, sought to reform 
the city’s burlesque theaters.32 Throughout 1934, 35, and 36, he launched raids on the Eltinge, 
Gaiety, and Republic theaters and forced managers to agree to stipulations banning “indecent 
language” and uncovered breasts from their stages before granting new licenses. During these 
years, however, both the Appellate and Supreme Courts held that the commissioner did not have 
                                                      
30 “All is Not Work for Armed Forces,” New York Times, 19 December, 1941, 13.  
31 Chronopoulos, “Morality, Social Disorder, and the Working Class in Times Square,” 7.  
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the power to restrict the content of theatrical performances.33 In 1937, despite Moss’s best 
efforts, La Guardia granted seven theaters licenses to operate variety shows closely monitored by 
the newly formed Variety Revue Theatre Association, which was primarily composed of 
opponents of burlesque.34 It was not until the war, however, that the campaign would achieve its 
ultimate success.  
In February, 1942 Paul Moss refused to renew the licenses of the Republic and Eltinge 
Theaters and closed the Gaiety Theater at Broadway and 46th Street.35 He declared that the 
applications had been denied because producers failed to meet “the requirements of decency” 
and relayed a message from the mayor that “war conditions will not be permitted to lower the 
[city’s] standard of morals.”36 Valentine threatened to shutter burlesque shows in Brooklyn if 
operators refused to cooperate with the License and Police Departments, between which he noted 
“there is wholehearted co-operation,” or if police attendees dubbed the shows “indecent and 
immoral.”37 In March, Valentine and Moss made good on their threats, closing the Star Theater, 
the “Brooklyn home of girlie-girlie revues” at Jay and Fulton Streets. The Brooklyn Daily Eagle 
lamented that the theater was another casualty in La Guardia’s “drive to purify the city of 
burlesque for the protection of our boys in uniform.”38 
Employees of the burlesque theaters launched public protests and wrote frustrated letters to 
Mayor La Guardia about what they saw as his attack on their livelihood. On February 27, five 
                                                      
33 Clinton Seymour, “The Age of Minksy,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, March 21, 1937, 79-80.  
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“girl ushers” forced out of work by Moss’s shuttering of the Gaiety, Republic, and Eltinge 
theaters, picketed City Hall. Protesters carried signs stating “We Have Done No Wrong,” “We 
Don’t Want a One-Man Censor,” and “Please, Mr. Mayor, Give Us Back Our Jobs.” The police 
drove them away twice before forcing them to restrict their picketing to City Hall Park.39 One 
former employee wrote a scathing letter to La Guardia in which she described herself as “one of 
the many people thrown out of work due to your unmitigated attack upon the Follies theatres.” 
She informed him of her financial obligations to her mother and seven-month-old baby, and 
commented that she would likely now be forced to rely on home relief. The author signed her 
letter with regards “from all the ex employees of all the Burlesque theaters.”40 
Some New Yorkers not employed in burlesque also voiced outrage, confusion, or concern 
about Moss’s crackdown on the theaters. Even John McCormack, chairman of the Citizens 
Committee on Burlesque set up in 1937, expressed bewilderment about the closings. 
McCormack noted that reports from the committee’s investigators and the Police Department 
revealed nothing amiss at the shuttered theaters and even commented that the performances 
appeared less racy than in previous years.41 Another supporter wrote to La Guardia encouraging 
him to think of the financial needs of burlesque performers, remarking “after all these girls…are 
working for a living.”42 In March, the Authors League of America criticized Moss’s actions as 
“dictatorial” and “in violation of the democratic procedure,” and the Women’s City Club also 
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wrote expressing concern about the violation of civil liberties.43 On March 12, 1942, a reader of 
the Brooklyn Daily Eagle wrote to the editors warning that “the Mayor of the City of New York, 
through his Commissioner of Licenses is using a technique that has been practiced very 
successfully in the totalitarian countries. It is the technique of having the executive branch of the 
government seize the judicial functions.”44 The Brooklyn Daily Eagle accused Moss of 
censorship and implied that the commissioner and the NYPD tolerated sexual performances in 
more “plushy” nightclubs.45 In his weekly Sunday WNYC broadcast on March 1 La Guardia 
commented on the “abuse” Paul Moss was receiving from New Yorkers who opposed his stance 
on the theaters.46 While Moss and La Guardia saw the presence of soldiers and sailors in the 
city’s theaters as a justification for purging sexual content from the stage, critics invoked the 
war’s motivating ideals of civil liberties and democracy in an attempt to invalidate these 
closings.  
La Guardia, Valentine, and Moss’s approach had supporters as well. In that same broadcast, 
the mayor shared a letter from William T. Manning, Bishop of New York, lauding him for his 
“definite stand towards decency in the theatre” through closing the theaters. The bishop, the 
mayor recounted, proclaimed that this action was “manifestly for the public good, and should be 
applauded by all rightminded citizens.”47 “A mother” agreed, writing to the mayor to express her 
pleasure in reading of the closings of the burlesque theaters “as it was no entertainment for our 
                                                      
43 To La Guardia From Author’s League of America, March 3, 1942. To Miss Juliet Bartlett, 
From La Guardia, March 10, 1942, Folder 4, Roll 122A. Subject Files: Licenses-Burlesque, 
FLGC, NYCMA.  
44 Howard Lindsay, “Charges Mayor and Moss Seize Judicial Power in Burlesque Row,” 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle, March 12, 1942, 10.  
45 “Theater Rushes to Aid of Burlesque,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 18 March, 1942, 6.  
46 Sunday March 1, 1942, Routine Broadcasting Transcripts, Folder 11, Box 26C4. La Guardia 
Wagner Archives.  
47 Ibid.   
 180 
young people.”48 An anonymous writer encouraged the mayor not to be “bluffed or intimidated” 
by the “phony tears” of burlesque performers; “a friend” described the shows as “entirely filthy 
and immoral.”49 
For supporters of the mayor’s crackdown, the “immorality” of these shows proved 
particularly dangerous during the war. “We want to win this war in a hurry,” wrote “a friend,” in 
his or her letter, and “we won’t win if our people offend almighty God…through these filthy 
shows.”50 The mayor received a letter from “a Praying Soldier” who wrote that “there is no 
better time than now” to close burlesque houses and remove “depravity” from entertainment. 
“We, as soldiers, sailors, and marines” the writer concluded, “would be much indebted to you.”51 
The most detailed complaint about the dangers burlesque posed to the morals of soldiers and 
sailors came from a patron of the burlesque show at the Gaiety Theater on the corner of 46th 
Street and Broadway. The visitor, who documented his experience in a report to the mayor, 
stopped by the theater on January 16, 1942, after finding himself “curious to know what kind of 
a show was being exhibited.” After paying for a 75-cent seat, he waited for the show to begin at 
7:30 pm. He noticed that the audience included “many young U.S. Army soldiers in uniform” 
and “a good sprinkling of U.S. Navy sailors.”52 The letter writer, soldiers, sailors, and other male 
and female spectators took in a dancing show performed by eight women, who were later joined 
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by seven show girls. In the middle of the routine, these show girls danced toward the back of the 
stage, readjusted their costumes and then performed a topless routine for the audience. A 
comedian came after the dance routine, followed by a strip-tease performance. The concerned 
attendee fretted that at the end of the strip-tease the performer “appeared entirely nude.”53 
Despite appearances, she likely retained a strategically-placed costume. As Andrea Freidman has 
described, it was the performance of nudity more than nudity itself that comprised the art of 
strip-tease.54 Regardless, the writer found himself so disturbed by the performance that he visited 
the Gaiety again on two other occasions for further research.  
After his thorough research, the complainant could proclaim with confidence to that mayor 
that the Gaiety’s show would “certainly, not uplift the morals of young soldiers and sailors that 
visited this place.55” The authors of these letters to the mayor did not specify the race of the 
soldiers and sailors whose morals burlesque shows imperiled, but it seems likely that they had in 
mind white servicemen. The writers’ omission of any discussion of racial identity itself suggests 
that the servicemen in mind were likely white, since white letter writers often used racially 
unmarked language as a synonym for whiteness and many non-white writers referenced 
experiences of discrimination. Additionally, theaters in the 42nd street corridor engaged in a 
known practice of seeking to deter Black patrons from entering, and, as David Nasaw has 
argued, theaters showing vaudeville acts also excluded African American spectators.56 
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The owners of the burlesque theaters like the Gaiety were not prepared to see their venues 
shut down without a fight. On February 24, Moss held a hearing on the closures, but barred 
members of the League of New York Theaters and legal representatives of the theater owners 
from attending.57 Morris Ernst, the representative for the Gaiety’s owner, Herbert Kay Minsky, 
reached out to the mayor directly after the hearing.58 Ernst remarked that he would now have to 
“attack the bona fides, the decency, and the fairness of your administration as administered by 
Paul Moss.”59 One wave of this attack came after a meeting at City Hall on March 10. Ernst told 
the New York Times that his clients had not received a fair hearing, and he had demanded of the 
mayor “where was the democracy in this.”60 Another attack came when Ernst petitioned the 
Supreme Court of New York County to direct Moss to reissue the Gaiety Theatre’s license, 
holding that Moss’s action was “arbitrary, tyrannical, prejudiced, [and] unreasonable,” and based 
on the “commissioner’s long-standing prejudice against burlesque.”61 On March 11, Supreme 
Court Justice Aaron Levy ordered Moss to show cause as to why the Gaiety Theatre’s license 
should not be granted.62 On the evening of March 17, supporters of the Gaiety and burlesque met 
at the headquarters of The League of New York Theaters at 234 West Forty-Fourth Street to 
form a new permanent committee, the Committee Against Censorship in the Legitimate Theatre. 
The new committee was joined by the Drama Critics Circle which also came out against the 
                                                      
57 “Burlesque Closing Seen as Censorship,” New York Times, Feb 25, 1942, 21.  
58 Benjamin Owens brought a case against La Guardia related to an altercation on the steps of 
Detroit City Hall in October of 1940. “La Guardia Charges Cut,” New York Times, Jan 11, 1941, 
19.  
59 From Morris Ernst to La Guardia, February 26, 1942. Folder 04, Roll 122A. Subject Files: 
Licenses-Burlesque, FLGC, NYCMA.    
60 “Burlesque Houses Sue to Reopen,” New York Times, March 11, 1942. 
61 Bonserk Theatre Corporation Petition, March 1942, Folder 04. Roll 122A. Subject Files: 
Licenses-Burlesque, FLGC, NYCMA.    
62 “Burlesque Gets Writ to Force Reopening,” New York Times, March 12, 1942, 25.  
 183 
policy.63 Each of the two sides prepared their best wartime arguments for the court; the mayor’s 
representatives armed themselves with demands to protect the morality of American servicemen, 
while the theater owners readied themselves to oppose tyranny in the name of free speech.  
The next day what the New York Times described as a “heated two-hour legal battle” 
unfolded in the Supreme Court over the fate of burlesque in the city. Ernst recounted the 
“honorable ancestry” of burlesque and accused Moss of seeking to enact retrograde laws 
regarding women’s clothing and sexuality. The statement from the mayor’s office decried the 
“red herring of censorship.” Police Commissioner Valentine submitted an affidavit stating that 
burlesque theaters played a “heavy contributing factor” in “crimes of depravity” committed near 
the theaters. Tempers in the court room ran high, and Mollie Minsky, mother of the Gaiety’s 
owner, even shouted at one point “I’ll kill you for this! You’re ruining my son’s reputation” at 
the assistant corporation counsel.64 Levy delayed his decision in order to receive more 
affidavits.65 On April 11, Levy sided with city authorities, dubbing the performances 
“predominantly offensive to public morals and decency.”66  
The ruling had a swift impact. Herbert Kay Minsky, former owner of the Gaiety theater, filed 
for bankruptcy one month after Levy’s ruling.67 In December 1942, a General Session Jury 
considered whether the three managers of the show “Wine, Women, and Song” had hosted an 
indecent performance by allowing performer, Margie Hart and others to “strip and sway.”68 The 
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producer, company manager, and stage manager were found guilty.69In March 1943, the Star 
Theater on Fulton and Jay streets “for many years one of Brooklyn’s most popular burlesque 
houses,” reopened as a motion picture theater.70 After the closing of the burlesque performances 
at the Eltinge theater, a show opened that a New York Times reviewer described as so inoffensive 
that, “the Bishop- any Bishop- could take his sister- or anyone else’s sister- to the Eltinge theater 
on wicked forty-second street and not a blush could possibly suffuse his, or her, countenance.”71 
Though “wicked forty-second street” had finally been purged of burlesque, the mayor and the 
police commissioner worried that the morality of visiting white soldiers and sailors remained 
under threat. Commissioner Valentine then turned his attention uptown.  
 
Criminalizing Harlem and Shuttering the Savoy 
A year after the conflict over the burlesque theaters, another controversy emerged 
surrounding the moral and sexual safety of enlisted men. This time the location in question was 
the Savoy Ballroom. For New Yorkers and tourists who preferred dancing to burlesque, the 
Savoy Ballroom, located at 141st Street and Lenox Avenue, was one of the city’s hottest 
nighttime attractions. It was Harlem’s largest dancehall and had been a neighborhood fixture 
since its opening in 1926. New Yorkers referred to the Savoy as “the Track” and the “home of 
Happy Feet.”72 Harlemites of all classes visited the dancehall, as did celebrities, bon vivants, and 
tourists of all races. The Savoy drew visitors impressed by its size and ambiance, as well as its 
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dance culture and musical acts. One dancer remembered feeling as if he had stepped into a 
different world upon first entering the Savoy. “I had been to other ballrooms, but this was 
different-much bigger, more glamour, real class,” he recalled.73 As cultural historian Jervis 
Anderson describes, patrons flocked to the club to hear the unparalleled musicians who played 
its stage. Trombonist Dicky Wells remarked “if you didn’t swing, you weren’t there long,” and 
even some well-known musicians like Cab Calloway failed their first Savoy test.74  
The dancehall not only hosted the hottest dancefloor, but also served as a key institution 
in Harlem’s social life. It regularly hosted society and charity events; Bessie Buchanan, the wife 
of the manager, served as the chairwoman of a committee to bring theatrical entertainment to 
servicemen at the Harlem Defense Recreation Center. The Savoy provided 175 free entry passes 
to the Harlem Defense Recreation Center each week during the war.75 The Harlem Center for 
Active Service Men had opened a few months later than its downtown counterpart in November 
of 1941. Black New Yorkers, familiar with the city’s practices of segregation and discrimination, 
had worked to create a defense center with the needs of Black servicemen in mind. Samuel 
Allen, Chairman of the Harlem Committee of the Defense Recreation Committee, described the 
Harlem center, located at 2348 Seventh Avenue (now Adam Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard) as 
“devoted to the interests of the Negro Service men.”76 The Harlem Center, in the words of 
journalist Llewelyn Ransom, welcomed “boys fresh from the provinces who had only heard of 
the wonders of the great city [with] free tickets to theatres, night clubs, [and] parties.” The center 
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also included offerings for “battle-scarred vets on leave” and “boys spending this last, tense 
moment before embarking for the great adventure overseas...with pretty hostesses.”77 The 
creation of the Harlem Center for Active Service Men reflected the city’s racialized leisure 
landscape and its relationship with the Savoy illustrated the centrality of the dancehall to 
Harlem’s community.  
Within the city’s racialized nightlife, the Savoy stood out as a site of interracial dancing 
and socializing.78 At the Savoy, young zoot-suiters gathered, men and women mixed across lines 
of race and class, and guests and performers engaged in cultural and sexual creativity. Charles 
Buchanan, the African American manager of the Savoy, reflected in an interview with Jervis 
Anderson that about half the club patrons were white and the other half Black, though the 
Savoy’s clientele included Latino patrons and musicians, as well.79 Robin Kelley argues that for 
young people of color the Savoy provided a space to “become something other than workers.”80 
The dancehall embodied the type of heterogeneous entertainment that city and police officials 
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constructed as a particular threat to servicemen and to the gendered, racial, and class hierarchies 
embedded in the idea of wartime order in the city. The Savoy’s closure in the spring of 1943, 
though temporary, signified the power of this hierarchy for many New Yorkers and worsened the 
already fraught relations between Black New Yorkers, the NYPD, and City Hall. Buchanan 
recalled police opposition to the club’s interracial patronage. “The cops used to hate it,” 
Buchanan remembered, “they closed us down…in 1943.”81 The episode Buchanan recalled 
unfolded in the spring of 1943. Buchanan described the closing as merely an inconvenience, 
remarking, “we were friends with Mayor La Guardia, so we knew we wouldn’t stay closed 
permanently.” 
 Though the closing did not leave a significant impression on Buchanan, others viewed 
the episode as merely the latest in a long line of injustices aimed at Black New Yorkers and 
Harlem, in particular. In the early years of the war, the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, PM, New York 
Herald Tribune, and New York Times ran regular articles focusing on juvenile delinquency, or 
“mugging” in Harlem.82 Journalists used the phrase “mugging” to describe a wide variety of 
crimes that they claimed were perpetrated by African American and sometimes Puerto Rican 
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men and boys.83 Many white New Yorkers who lived in or near Harlem and resented their 
African Americans neighbors wrote to Mayor La Guardia about juvenile delinquency.84 Letters 
from these residents appeared with such frequency that the mayor complained about them to 
Valentine, griping “I am at the end of my patience.”85 Spurred by La Guardia’s complaints and 
his own racialized perceptions of juvenile crime and disorder, Valentine assigned two hundred 
and fifty additional patrolmen and detectives to the neighborhood in November 1941.86 The 
African American newspapers the New York Age, and the New York Amsterdam News disputed 
the mugging accusations, as did the Communist Party’s Daily Worker. Journalists argued against 
the claims that juvenile delinquency was particularly prevalent in Black neighborhoods, while 
also using their articles as platforms to criticize police brutality and the lack of state investment 
in education, job, and recreational opportunities for Black youth.87  
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Policing in Harlem was further complicated by the racial politics and discrimination 
within the police department. As historian Andrew Darien notes, the NYPD placed almost all 
Black officers in precincts in Harlem or Bedford-Stuyvesant (the 28th and 32nd precincts in 
Manhattan or 79th in Brooklyn, respectively), and excluded Black department members from the 
Detective’s Bureau and Police Headquarters.88 Rank and file members of the department and 
residents in Harlem and Bed-Stuy noted that white officers found guilty of being drunk on the 
job were sometimes assigned to precincts in Harlem and Bed-Stuy, though Valentine denied this 
practice.89 Samuel Battle remembered getting the “silent treatment” and death threats when he 
first entered the department and noted that it was after his transfer to Harlem in 1913 that white 
officers stopped harassing him. He remarked that his white colleagues had realized “they needed 
me as much as I needed them and sometimes more.”90 Despite consistent criticism from activists 
about the racial politics of the police department, African Americans, particularly those in 
Harlem, continued to be overrepresented in arrests and underrepresented in the NYPD.91  
Black activists, journalists, and officials as well as white civil rights activists criticized 
the NYPD’s policies toward Harlem.92 At a luncheon for teachers, parents, and administrators 
hosted by the United Parents Association in November 1941, Samuel Battle used his time to 
inform the audience that there was no crime wave in Harlem and that juvenile delinquency in the 
neighborhood could be traced to inadequate housing and health services.93 Other New Yorkers 
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joined Battle in criticizing the publicity granted to Harlem’s supposed crime wave. A few days 
after the United Parents Association luncheon, the Social Service Bureau of the Magistrate’s 
Courts, prompted by the increase in attention to crime in the neighborhood, held an emergency 
meeting to discuss “the conditions that prevail in Harlem.” More than two hundred people 
attended the meeting. Attendees shifted the discussion away from crime, and focused on the lack 
of affordable housing, educational and recreational facilities, and limited access to healthcare 
that they experienced. Battle also attended the meeting and criticized the press for trying to 
“indict the whole community.”94 Residents of Harlem and prominent Black municipal figures 
rejected the notion that Harlem’s primary problem was one of criminality and instead raised 
issues of discrimination and inequality in the distribution of city resources. Critics also placed 
the conversation about delinquency and resources into the larger context of the war, arguing that 
now more than ever the nation bore responsibilities to all of its citizens.  
In the summer of 1942, another controversy arose over police practices in Harlem. The 
New York Daily News reported that the Army and Navy had requested the NYPD to declare 
Harlem “out of bounds” for white servicemen. The extant archives do not include a record of 
such a request. They do, however, include many communications between Commissioner 
Valentine and Major General T.A. Terry of the Second Service Command branch of the Army 
Service Forces at Governors Island. In these memos and letters Terry and Valentine discussed 
their shared interest in protecting servicemen from prostitutes and venereal diseases and 
strategized as to how to conduct raids on cabarets and dancehalls in Harlem, suggesting that such 
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a request would not have been “out of bounds.”95 Valentine, the Health Commissioner, and 
Terry, however, all refuted the accusation after Harlem residents challenged the officials to 
explain the rumor.96 If true, the “out of bounds” order would have made explicit the police 
department’s often implicit practices of labeling Black women as prostitutes and venereal 
carriers, promoting segregated entertainment, and prioritizing the health and security of white 
soldiers over their Black counterparts. Such clearly articulated racialized policing violated 
Valentine’s approach of achieving these results through informal policies and practices. 
Harlem residents took grave issue with the “out of bounds rumor.” The People’s Voice, 
Harlem’s newest and most progressive paper, founded in 1942 by City Councilmember and 
activist Adam Clayton Powell, led the charge.97 Moe Gale, one of the two owners of the Savoy, 
contributed financial support to the paper while the Savoy’s manager, Charles Buchanan, served 
as its editor.98 The People’s Voice pulled writers from the more conservative Amsterdam News, 
including the News’s first woman reporter, Marvel Cooke. Cooke, according to literary scholar 
Alan Wald, left the Amsterdam News because she disapproved of the paper’s crime coverage.99 
The editorial policy of the Voice, in contrast, declared “we will not feature crime. We leave that 
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to the unenlightened metropolitan press with its artificial crime waves.”100 Powell also sought 
out other left-leaning writers, like Llewellyn Ransom, and Ben Davis.101 The Voice became one 
of the most prominent critics of racist crime coverage and, more so than the Amsterdam News, 
connected this criticism to police brutality against black New Yorkers.102 As Clarence Taylor 
argues, the People’s Voice quickly became an essential platform and organizing tool used by 
Powell and other activists to speak out against police brutality and the criminalization of 
Harlem.103  
The People’s Voice served a similar role in the case of the “out of bounds” rumor. 
Reporter Joe Bostic investigated the accusations and received assurance of their falsity from both 
Valentine and health commissioner Stebbins. Bostic emphasized that “the area causing most 
concern was that centering around Times Square” and argued that “infinitesimal numbers” of 
white soldiers and sailors visited Harlem.104 Protestors from the People’s Voice, the Negro Labor 
Victory Committee and the National Conference of Negro Youth picketed the Daily News with 
signs stating “The Daily News Smears Harlem Again.”105 Photos of the pickets show women on 
the front line and making up a considerable portion of the protesters.  
                                                      
100 “Editorial Policy of the Voice,” People’s Voice, February 14, 1942. “ 
101 Taylor, Fight the Power, 11.  
102 For examples see “Extra Cops Won’t Solve Harlem’s Ills,” People’s Voice, March 27, 1943, 
24. “Only the People Can Save New York,” People’s Voice, April 10, 1943. “Hunter College 
Students Finish ‘Mugging’ Study,” People’s Voice, July 17, 1943, 13. “Negro Boy Killed by 
Hoodlums,” People’s Voice, March 20, 1943, 3. 
103  Taylor, Fight the Power, Chapter One “The People’s Voice and Police Brutality.” For more 
on police brutality during the war see Marilyn Johnson, Street Justice: A History of Police 
Violence in New York City (Boston: Beacon Press, 2003), 191-203 and Darien, Becoming New 
York’s Finest, 19. 
104 Joe Bostic, “Police Commissioner Denis Press Stories,” People’s Voice, August 15, 1942, 3. 
105 “Protesting ‘News’ Smear Campaign,” People’s Voice, August 15, 1942, 1.  
 193 
A column penned by novelist and People’s Voice staff writer Ann Petry explored the way 
Harlem women in particular responded to the “out of bounds” rumor. Many women felt 
personally insulted by the story. Isabelle Spiller was “boiling mad” when she heard the rumor. “I 
felt that the barring of white soldiers from this area because of prostitution was an insult to 
Negro womanhood,” Spiller commented. Mrs. Gladys Mason wondered “If white soldiers are to 
be barred, what about Negro soldiers already stationed in this area?”106 Anna L. Moore shared 
that it was her “personal opinion that if the story is true it’s a reflection on every decent woman 
in Harlem.” These women and others interviewed, whom Petry described as “wax[ing] 
indignant,” understood the rumor to be reinforcing the racist perceptions that Black women were 
prostitutes from whom white men needed police protection.107 Accusations like the “out of 
bounds” order justified a large police presence in Harlem and increased the vulnerability of 
Harlem’s Black women residents.108  
Anna Moore and Ann Petry had recently formed a group that organized around issues 
like the “out of bounds” rumor that proved relevant to women of Harlem. The two women were, 
respectively, president and founding member of the organization Negro Women, Incorporated. 
The group held their first meeting in May of 1942 in the People’s Voice offices and encouraged 
Harlem women to attend if they believed in “fighting for the rights of Negro women” or were 
“interested in yourself as a woman, in Harlem as a place in which to live during the war and after 
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the war is over.”109 This ethos also informed Ann Petry’s writing. Much of Petry’s work focused 
on experiences of working-class Black women, and her novel, The Street, published in 1946 
would sell over 1 million copies. Reflecting on her writing later in life, Petry wrote “having been 
born black and female, I regard myself as survivor. And so I write about survivors.”110 Negro 
Women Inc. emerged in an era when many Black women around the country were creating their 
own organizations, including housewives leagues and “don’t buy where you can’t work” 
campaigns. The most influential of these organizations, Deborah Gray White argues, was the 
National Council of Negro Women (NCNW). NCNW created a nationwide network connecting 
women involved in local organizing and placed that organizing in a national and global 
context.111 Negro Women Inc., like many of the groups associated with NCNW, engaged in both 
activism and political education during the war, hosting meeting like “Negro Women have a vote 
how will they use it.”112 The group initiated a general boycott of the Daily News following the 
“out of bounds” article demonstrating that to them this was an issue that affected Harlem women 
in particular.113  
The closing of the Savoy in the spring of 1943 occurred in this ongoing context of 
criminalization, over-policing, and protest. To many Harlem residents it presented another 
illustration of the city officials’ commitment to racial segregation and discrimination, over-
policing of Harlem, and construction of black women as carriers of venereal diseases who posed 
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a threat to white servicemen. As in the case of the crime wave, and the “out of bounds” order, 
activists protested the shuttering of the Savoy, and connected it to larger themes of democracy 
and racial justice.  
The Savoy was on the NYPD’s radar due to its popularity, location in Harlem, and 
reputation for interracial dancing. In the spring of 1943, after “work[ing] on the Savoy for a long 
time,” in Commissioner Valentine’s words, the NYPD revoked the dancehall’s license and 
closed its doors.114 The revocation of the Savoy’s license was enabled by the wartime 
collaboration between the NYPD, the Health Department, and the Army’s Second Service 
Command. The Savoy appeared frequently in the correspondence between the Second Service 
Command and the Health Department about venereal disease infections and prostitution. For 
example, from January through May 23rd, 1942, dancehalls appeared as the “sites of meeting or 
contact” 12 times in such reports, 11 of which specifically named the Savoy.115 “I would say that 
no day passes that the Savoy Ball Room is not listed in our records,” Dr. Herman Goodman of 
the Health Department’s Social Hygiene Bureau later testified at a hearing regarding the Savoy’s 
license.116 These records suggest that the Savoy was popular among soldiers and sailors, and that 
some may have contracted venereal diseases from women they met on the premises. The 
information collected on venereal disease transmissions, however, was self-reported and sparse, 
and some men may have misrepresented or misdiagnosed the circumstances of their infections. 
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The Savoy’s manager, Charles Buchanan, argued that when enlisted men wanted to falsify their 
reports they named the Savoy because it was “known to thousands of military men.”117 
Regardless of the validity of the reports, they justified the closing of the dancehall. Russell Gold 
ties the start of the investigation into the Savoy to a soldier’s January 1943 letter to La 
Guardia.118 The records of the Health Department indicate that this letter, in which the soldier 
claimed to have contracted a venereal disease from a prostitute he met at the Savoy, was merely 
the latest in a long line of such complaints.  
The catalyst for the dancehall’s closure was an incident that occurred on March 1, 1943. 
Following reports from the Health Department and the Division of National Defense about 
prostitution at the Savoy, the NYPD’s sixth division had stationed two undercover agents on the 
premises every night. In a later hearing, Patrolman Anthony Paduano testified that he had entered 
the Savoy the evening of March 1 and that during his time at the ballroom he had been 
approached by a men’s room attendant who inquired if he wanted “any girls?” When Paduano 
answered that he did, the attendant introduced him to another man who then presented the officer 
with four African American women. After paying the procurer, the officer left with two of the 
women whom he then placed under arrest, before returning to arrest both the attendant and the 
intermediary.119 After this incident, the operators of the Savoy received a notification from 
Fourth Deputy Police Commissioner Cornelius O’Leary to appear at a hearing on March 10, 
1943 to show cause as to why the Savoy’s license should not be revoked.120 Two patrolmen, a 
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lieutenant, a medical instructor from the Second Service Command, the Assistant Director of the 
Health Department’s Social Hygiene Bureau, a venereal disease control officer with the Navy’s 
Pier 92 receiving station, and Savoy manager Charles Buchanan participated in the March 10th 
hearing. Buchanan stated that the operators of the Savoy did their best to deter prostitution and 
misbehavior, noting they had recently hired seven additional “housemen” to monitor the venue. 
He argued that management had successfully discouraged “white sight seers” from visiting the 
dancehall. “Once on a time our place used to be 30% white, it now has been cut down to 2% or 
3%,” Buchanan noted, adding, “the soldier element has been practically wiped out.”121 The fact 
that the manager emphasized the Savoy’s declining popularity with white patrons and soldiers in 
his efforts to preserve its license suggests that he suspected the NYPD’s true concern lay with the 
presence of these groups at the dancehall. The Savoy’s lawyers succeeded in postponing its 
closure until the end of March, but could not prevent the revocation of its license. Commissioner 
Valentine considered the closure of the Savoy a success in the NYPD’s ongoing battle against 
prostitution. At a conference on venereal disease control held in June of 1943 at the headquarters 
of the Second Service Command, the commissioner described the incidents that preceded the 
closure and bragged, “the license of probably the largest dance hall in the City of New York was 
revoked.”122 The Savoy’s frequent appearances in the public health reports illustrated its 
centrality in the city’s nightlife, while also providing the NYPD with a rationale to close down 
this center of interracial socializing. 
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Harlem’s newspapers argued that it was the Savoy’s tolerance of interracial dancing, 
rather than its role in spreading venereal diseases, that served as the cause for its closing.123 The 
People’s Voice ran the most consistently critical and outspoken articles covering the closure. In a 
blistering piece, journalist Joe Bostic described numerous attempts by unnamed officials and 
police department members to deter interracial socializing at the Savoy. These officials had, 
according to the author, encouraged Savoy management not to advertise in white papers, because 
this might “draw white patrons to Harlem.”124 Bostic also recounted that “various officials” had 
repeatedly inquired about whether not white and Black patrons danced together at the club, and 
suggested that management refuse entrance to white visitors. The New York Age published a 
similar analysis, and the Amsterdam News named Deputy Police Commissioner Cornelius 
O’Leary as the officer who suggested that whites should be denied admittance to the 
dancehall.125  
Many civil rights activists spoke out against the closing. A Philip Randolph, head of the 
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters and organizer of the March on Washington movement 
criticized the closings as an insult to African American New Yorkers.126 Walter White, leader of 
the NAACP, requested that La Guardia intervene, but received a telegram from the mayor that 
the situation was out of his hands.127 Adam Clayton Powell Jr. argued that the element of the 
closing that proved “far more important than any other aspect” was that in the midst of fighting a 
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war against Nazism, the Police Department successfully prohibited mixing of white and African 
American New Yorkers with the approval of the courts.128 The City Councilman even suggested 
that the Inspector who issued the closing order was under the influence of an “un-American 
group of higher-ups.”129 Powell also sought to discredit the reports of prostitution and venereal 
disease at the Savoy, arguing that prostitutes frequented the lobbies of many of the city’s most 
well-known hotels and that “if you are unlucky you can pick up venereal disease in any public 
place.” The People’s Voice developed this theme more fully in a later article penned by a 
“Special Reporter” who investigated eight of the city’s “better known” taxi dance halls, where he 
documented that “sex perversion” and “‘dignified’ robbery” proved common in these 
establishments. The “Special Reporter” argued that these venues received support from the 
“same exponents of jimcro” who drove the Savoy closing, despite the well-known presence of 
such unsavory activities.130 Powell also described the attacks on the Savoy as part of a larger 
dynamic of corrupt and excessive policing in Harlem. “During the time that Valentine and 
LaGuardia were crying about having an understaffed police force as many as a score of police 
officers were nightly assigned to the Savoy.”131 Dominic Capeci has argued that Powell’s public 
criticism of the Savoy closure was part of a larger break between him and La Guardia over the 
latter’s policies toward African American New Yorkers beginning over questions of hiring of 
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Black professors in city-owned colleges in February 1942.132 Powell’s growing frustration with 
La Guardia’s administration may have contributed to his criticisms about the treatment of the 
Savoy, but he was one of many critiquing the mayor.  
Other People’s Voice writers and readers also took to the paper to voice their disapproval 
of the NYPD and La Guardia’s stance on the Savoy. The novelist and People’s Voice staff writer 
Ann Petry published an open letter to Mayor La Guardia in the newspaper on May 22 in which 
she challenged the mayor’s position that he could not impact the closing policy. Petry adopted a 
different approach than Powell and articulated to the mayor “exactly what [the closing of the 
Savoy] means to Harlem.” Petry explained that, in addition to a dance hall, the club served as an 
important location for benefits held by the American Women’s Voluntary Services, the NAACP, 
and the National Urban League. She remarked that these benefits generated significant sums of 
money which were “used for the benefit of Negroes.” The Savoy also, Petry wrote, hosted social 
events for clubs like Alpha Kappa Alpha, and the Guardsmen, since it was one of the few large 
ballrooms in that part of the city. She summed up the role of the club, stating “the Savoy 
Ballroom was a community affair.”133  In the same issue the poet and lyricist Andy Razaf penned 
a reflection on the Savoy’s “Guilt.” Razaf’s poem declared the Savoy  
Guilty of national unity, 
Of practising [sic] real Democracy, 
By allowing the races, openly 
To dance and mingle in harmony. 
Guilty of its location- by now you can guess where the place is: 
Guilty of being in HARLEM 
And that’s where the core of the case is!134 
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Vivan Wenham, a People’s Voice reader, applauded Petry’s missive in her own letter to the 
editor. Wenham proclaimed that “all of us…have been to the Savoy” and encouraged Black 
women to join her in opposing the closure. She declared “Are we all diseased as they would have 
the world believe? 15,000,000 times no.” She exhorted “Negro women, all over America, to your 
pens!” to write to LaGuardia protesting this closure.135  
Each of these three writers highlighted different elements of the impact or driving forces 
behind the closing of the Savoy. Petry focused on the important role the Savoy played in 
Harlem’s community, implicitly disputing the claims that the ballroom’s primary functions 
involved vice. The accusation that one of the most well-known clubs in Harlem was a site where 
men became infected with venereal diseases played into the assumptions of white officials that 
venereal diseases were particularly associated with African Americans, while also demonstrating 
the ways authorities prioritized protecting white servicemen to the detriment of a venue that 
benefitted Black New Yorkers, including servicemen. Razaf’s poem emphasized that city 
officials and police officers targeted the neighborhood of Harlem and named interracial dancing 
as the primary problem these officials sought to prevent. Razaf’s reference to democracy and 
“national unity” echoed the language that city and national government leaders used to 
encourage support for the war effort, thereby highlighting the hypocrisy of demanding such 
support while implementing segregation. La Guardia had urged New Yorkers to sign his own 
“pledge of unity” promising to “not listen to, nor repeat any rumors designed to divide us” and to 
“live up to the spirit of our American citizenship.”136 Vivian Wenham’s letter referenced the 
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dynamic embraced by many policing officials and politicians of targeting African Americans and 
particularly Black women as venereal disease carriers.  
 The owner and manager of the Savoy opposed its closing from behind the scenes. 
Buchanan and other associates of the Savoy did not speak publicly about the possibility of 
reopening the venue, though the Amsterdam News noted “in some circles there are hopeful signs 
that public pressure may force the police to relent.”137 Buchanan and Gale fought the closing in 
court, but lost on April 20, when the Appellate Division of the New York State Supreme Court 
upheld the revocation.138 Justice Untermyer of the Court shared his own assessment that the case 
was decided on “incomplete evidence.”139 Russell Gold has speculated that the real purpose of 
closing the Savoy was La Guardia’s desire to force out Moe Gale and Charles Buchanan because 
of their associations with Adam Clayton Powell Jr.140 Regardless of the motivations behind the 
Savoy’s closing, the wartime aim of protecting enlisted men from venereal diseases provided the 
excuse and the collaboration of the NYPD, the Health Department, and the Army’s Second 
Service Command made the closure possible. It would be six months before the venue would 
reopen, and in the interim tensions over policing in Harlem would escalate further. 
Following the controversy over the Savoy, La Guardia and Valentine attempted to reduce 
the frustrations of Black New Yorkers with the NYPD through public relations campaigns and 
staffing changes. These efforts became even more important in the wake of the violence and 
property damage in Detroit in late June 1943. La Guardia received differing reports on the causes 
of the Detroit uprising from Walter White and two NYPD officers, Edward Butler and Emanuel 
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Kline, the seventh African American to have joined the department, who he sent to Detroit to 
investigate. White’s report, “What Caused the Detroit Riots,” emphasized the Detroit Police 
Department’s inappropriate actions, while Kline and Butler accepted more of the analysis of 
Detroit Police Commissioner John Witherspoon that Black Detroiters were responsible for the 
episode.141 La Guardia and Valentine met with a group of African American leaders including 
Battle and White to discuss how to avoid or respond to such a conflict in New York. The group 
agreed that in such an event violence was to be avoided, bars should be closed, and police should 
protect Black passengers on public transit.142 The mayor also reached out to Langston Hughes in 
a confidential letter in July mentioning the conflict in Detroit. The mayor requested Hughes’s 
support on a series of radio shows intended to present New York City as “the world’s most 
successful melting pot of races, religions, creeds, and colors.”143 In his letter, the mayor claimed 
that that New York avoided many of the conditions that contributed to the conflict in Detroit. His 
anxious tone, however, belied this confidence. In July Valentine stated publicly in an interview 
with representatives from the New York Urban League and NAACP led by Edward S. Lewis that 
he supported using African American policemen to quell racial conflict, and expressed his 
willingness to work with groups that might assist him in recruiting Black officers. The People’s 
Voice encouraged African American men interested in becoming members of the NYPD to 
register at the Urban League office on West 136th street and suggested the initiation of a 
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coaching course.144 Twenty-two men answered the Voice’s call and signed up by July 24.145  
Before any of these men could begin training, however, a conflict between a police officer 
stationed at the Braddock Hotel and a guest on the evening of August 1st set off protests and 
property destruction throughout Harlem. 
On the evening of August 1st, James Collins, a white thirty-three-year-old patrolman from 
Queens, was on duty monitoring the Braddock hotel, which had been labeled a Raided Premise 
following accusations that enlisted men had contracted venereal diseases from women met on the 
premises.146 The Braddock Hotel was a well-known establishment located on West 126th Street, 
though it did not have the panache of the Savoy. Malcolm X remembered the bar at the Braddock 
as a “Negro celebrity hang-out” and became a regular there himself.147 Margie Polite, also thirty-
three, entered the Braddock Hotel at about 7:30 p.m. Mrs. Polite was likely a married laundress 
who had moved to New York from South Carolina.148 She had reserved a room, but, finding the 
room unacceptable, complained at the front desk and sought a refund.149 This request resulted in 
an argument with the front desk manager, at which point Patrolman Collins intervened 
aggressively to arrest Polite for disorderly conduct. Collins likely found Polite, a Black woman 
checking into a hotel alone, suspicious and may have labeled her a possible prostitute. During the 
altercation a nearby Black serviceman, Private Robert Bandy, and his mother, Mrs. Florine 
Roberts, intervened to protect Polite. Collins shot Bandy in the shoulder and then placed him, his 
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mother, and Polite under arrest.150 Bystanders witnessed the attack, and spread rumors that 
Bandy had been killed. Given the consistent police brutality in New York, the recent violence 
against Black Detroiters, and the ongoing reports of attacks against Black servicemen around the 
country many believed the rumor and took to the streets in protest. Protesters broke windows and 
took items from stores from 110th to 145th streets along 8th, 7th and Lenox Avenues, with 
particular concentration on the commercial stretch on 125th street. The uprising lasted for about 
12 hours. La Guardia ordered all available officers into the neighborhood and telephoned 
military officials at Governor’s Island to send military police to remove soldiers and sailors from 
Harlem. Walter White, who had jumped out of bed and joined the mayor when he heard of the 
unrest, suggested that La Guardia call back and request African American military police officers 
to be sent in order to minimize racial conflict between MPs and enlisted men. White also 
organized a group of prominent Black New Yorkers including Parole Commissioner Samuel 
Battle, who rode through the streets announcing in a loudspeaker “the rumor is false that a Negro 
soldier was killed at the Braddock Hotel tonight…Don’t form mobs or break the law.”151 The 
NYPD cordoned off the neighborhood, but the New York state guardsmen were not deployed. 
Six people were killed, all of them Black, and police arrested over 500 Black New Yorkers.  
Ann Petry centered the wartime injustices experienced by Black New Yorkers as a cause 
of the uprising in her short story “In Darkness and Confusion,” originally published in 1946.152 
“In Darkness and Confusion” follows Harlem resident William Jones through his day on August 
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1, 1943. Jones’s day begins poorly. His coffee “didn’t taste right,” he worries about the health of 
his wife, who is forced to climb many stairs to access their apartment, and his boss at the drug 
store berates him, calling him “boy.” The overarching concern of his day, however, is the well-
being of his son, Sam. Sam had been drafted into the army and was currently serving in “a camp 
in Georgia.” William and his wife, Pink, used to receive semi-regular letters from Sam, but the 
mailbox had laid empty for some time. William and Pink share a worry over Sam’s treatment in 
Georgia so deep they refrain from discussing it. William carries this worry with him to the 
barbershop, where he encounters another soldier who had been stationed at the same camp as 
Sam. From this soldier, William learns that Sam has been court-martialed and sentenced to 
twenty years at “hard labor” after a conflict with a white MP. The soldier recounts that after Sam 
“wouldn’t go to the nigger end of a bus,” the MP shot him, after which Sam took the gun and 
shot the white officer in the shoulder. William is horrified and overwhelmed by this information. 
He cannot imagine telling Pink and tries to process his son’s traumas by walking around the 
neighborhood. He finds himself at a bar where a conflict between a white policeman and a 
“frowzy-looking girl” is unfolding. The conflict mimics that between Polite and Collins, and a 
soldier intervenes. The fictionalized Collins shoots the soldier in the back and he falls to the 
ground. Spectators believe the unmoving soldier to be dead and crowds gather on the street. 
William bumps into Pink on the street and tells her about their son. In Petry’s telling it is Pink, 
overwhelmed with anger, rage, and sadness, who throws a bottle through the glass window of a 
furniture store, crashing it with a “sound like a gunshot.” The uprising swells around them, with 
Pink at its center. For Pink, however, whose health has already been taxed by poverty, racism, 
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and sexism, the loss of her son and the trauma of the evening prove deadly. She collapses on the 
street with William next to her screaming “the sons of bitches” out to the night.153 
Petry’s interpretation was likely informed by her own experiences and those around her. 
On July 31, 1943, the Amsterdam News ran a front-page story detailing the execution of Sgt. 
Edmund Reed in Georgia. Reed had shot a white police officer with the officer’s own gun, which 
Reed’s lawyer argued had been an act of self-defense since the officer had been beating Reed 
with a blackjack.154 Petry’s husband George was inducted into the army in early July 1943. As 
Farah Jasmine Griffin notes, George witnessed German prisoners of war receiving superior 
treatment to African American servicemen and had his own experiences of being told he was out 
of place in segregated Washington D.C. Griffin states that these experiences stayed with George, 
and he likely shared them with his wife.155 Petry’s exploration into why Harlemites took to the 
streets after Polite and Collins’s conflict presents her view, informed by her own experiences, of 
how the war permeated life for many Harlem residents and intersected with other daily 
experiences of injustice of life in New York City.  
Many scholars have explored the details of how the unrest in Harlem unfolded. Historians 
and sociologists have considered the underlying causes and responses from city officials, 
examined the participants and targets, compared the episode to other urban uprisings, and 
evaluated the impact of the uprising on African American rights in New York City.156 This 
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discussion seeks to place the uprising in Harlem within the landscape of wartime policing. The 
hotel had been labeled a “raided premise” following reports that twenty soldiers had contracted 
venereal diseases on the premises, and had been under police surveillance for over a year in 
August of 1943.157 Officers monitoring the Braddock sometimes barred interracial couples from 
entering regardless of their marital status, and even entered rooms to eject white patrons.158 In 
the case of the Braddock, and other establishments in Harlem like the Savoy Ballroom, therefore, 
one of the many functions NYPD officers served was as enforcers of segregation. The NYPD’s 
policies, like those of most wartime law enforcement agencies, framed women as the “source” of 
venereal diseases and sought to identify locations where enlisted men met such “sources.” 
Patrolmen, precinct captains, division commanders, and Commissioner Valentine, also relied on 
race and class distinctions when determining which locations to monitor or shutter. The 
campaign to keep enlisted men out of disorderly premises by closing them or stationing officers 
to monitor their patrons combined with the NYPD’s larger patterns of harsh and targeted 
policing against Black New Yorkers created the conditions for Collins’s conflict with Polite. The 
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city’s practices of discrimination and racism and the nation’s mistreatment of African American 
servicemen drafted into a war fought in the name of democracy motivated the neighborhood’s 
response.  
Conclusions 
The campaign to reopen the still-closed Savoy fell quiet in the wake of the Harlem 
uprising, but the venue regained its license in October, 1943. The extant records provide little 
evidence as to how the Savoy’s reopening unfolded; what is clear is that its closing had proved 
significant to both activists and city officials alike. When it reopened, the dancehall had been 
closed for almost six months, a significantly longer suspension than the 60 to 90 days assigned to 
other venues closed by Deputy Commissioner O’Leary in the fall of 1943.159 Patrons celebrated 
the dancehall’s return; Ted Yates proclaimed the event as the “highlight of the week” and 
evidence that the Savoy was the “choice of the people.”160 Dan Burley noted that Buchanan had 
“everything under control” and declared “yep, ‘the track’ is back.”161 Buchanan, however, 
signaled that the venue would collaborate more closely with the police moving forward when he 
alerted patrons and city officials that in the future “our policy will be toward building morale for 
the war effort.”162  
In the months after the Harlem uprising and the reopening of the Savoy, the city’s 
campaigns against venues that impeded morale by allowing dangerous socializing increased. La 
Guardia advocated cooperation between NYPD and military police in monitoring and deterring 
enlisted men from frequenting morally questionable dancehalls, theaters, and taverns. In a letter 
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to Rear Admiral Marquart Commandant of Third Naval District, the mayor suggested that 
military police officers join NYPD members stationed at raided premises. In January 1944, La 
Guardia went further and advocated keeping soldiers out of such locations altogether, noting 
with frustration that, “they do not go there to say a Padre Nostre.”163  
This suggestion was not implemented through the military police, but the NYPD 
undertook the task. Later that same year, Valentine remarked that 17 uniformed patrolmen 
monitored raided premises around the city on each of the day’s three tours. Their instructions 
were to “compel all members of the armed forces to show identification cards and leave passes 
and all civilians to show their draft registration and classification cards. Harass and annoy.”164  
Charles Buchanan was eager for the reopened Savoy to comply with these NYPD 
directives. The dancehall continued to appear frequently in venereal disease contact reports, 
though Buchanan disputed their validity. The NYPD dispensed undercover officers to the 
ballroom every night and military police and shore patrol officers patrolled the venue 
“constantly,” according to a January 1945 interview between Buchanan and representatives of 
the Social Protection Division. Buchanan, however, sought to go even further and in early 1945 
began “experimenting” with barring all unescorted military men from the premises.165 After the 
Savoy reopened, therefore, Buchanan brought the city’s regulatory practices into the dancehall 
himself.  
                                                      
163 La Guardia to Edward J. Marquart, January 24, 1944. Box # 3839, Microfilm Roll 223. La 
Guardia Collection, La Guardia Wager Archives.   
164 Conference on Venereal Disease Control Transcript, Headquarters, Second Service 
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Record Group 215, Entry 40. NACP.  
165 “Interim Report-New York City (Venereal Disease Repression and Control Activities in 
Harlem),” January 20, 1945. Folder: New York, Box 7. Record Group 215, Entry 40. NACP. 
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Representatives of the Social Protection Division and New York City’s military police 
detachment suggested that the managers of Small’s Paradise, a venue a few blocks from the 
Savoy, adopt a different policy. Managers sought guidance after their efforts to go “all out” to 
cooperate with military and police authorities did not end the mention of the venue in venereal 
disease contact reports. At the meeting, John A. McNulty, the Provost Marshal of the city’s 
military police, suggested “one additional step” that might be taken to prevent the spread of 
venereal diseases at Small’s- “that no unescorted women be permitted in the establishment.” The 
manager agreed to adopt this policy the very same night and he and a representative of the Social 
Protection Division headed together from the meeting to commission signs advertising the new 
policy.166 Throughout the war, efforts to monitor “unescorted women” and enlisted men resulted 
in an expanded policing network that structured the city’s nightlife and included military police 
officers, members of the Social Protection Division, employees of the Health Department, and 
officers in the NYPD.  
Protecting soldiers and sailors visiting the city, particularly white soldiers and sailors, 
from immoral entertainment and women provided Valentine and La Guardia with the 
opportunity to drive burlesque shows from midtown and temporarily shut down the Savoy. The 
city’s focus on the Savoy and burlesque theaters highlighted the racialized and gendered ways 
that the NYPD mapped wartime policing onto the city’s leisure establishments. These two highly 
publicized campaigns were part of the larger crackdown on venues around the city with 
reputations for catering to immoral women or interracial socializing. Malcolm X reflected on this 
dynamic in his autobiography, noting “it was the law of every tavern that wanted to stay in 
                                                      
166 Ibid.  
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business-never get involved with anything that could be interpreted as ‘impairing the morals’ of 
servicemen.”167  
Like the policing of juvenile delinquency, the NYPD’s approach to monitoring leisure 
was highly dependent on spatial and racial dynamics of the city. In the burlesque theaters of 
midtown, mostly white employers and employees depicted the revocation of their licenses as an 
attack on their civil liberties. In Harlem, critics argued that the closing of the Savoy was one of 
the many ways that the NYPD discriminated against Black New Yorkers and emphasized the 
hypocrisy of this discrimination while the nation was mobilizing African Americans in a war 
being fought in the name democracy. Both groups sought to invoke the war effort in their 
defense, but the political context and requirements of the mobilization better served Valentine 
and La Guardia’s aims.  
 
                                                      
167 Malcolm X, The Autobiography of Malcolm X, 97-98. 
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Conclusion 
In December 1944, a musical depiction of visiting sailors taking in the city’s nightlife 
opened at the Adelphi theater.  The show, On the Town was written by young, Jewish, left-
leaning Broadway up and comers, and became an immediate success. 1 A reviewer in the New 
York Times raved, “everything about it is right.”2 It later became a hit movie in 1949 directed by 
Gene Kelley and starring Kelley and Frank Sinatra. The comedy followed three white sailors on 
a twenty-four-hour leave in the city. While on the subway they examine a poster announcing Ivy 
Smith, the winner of the “miss turnstiles” beauty contest. When one of the sailors becomes 
besotted with the image the group undertakes a city-wide search to find the winner. They set off 
from the Brooklyn Navy Yard and take in high-points of the city, including the Museum of 
Natural history, the Empire State Building, and Coney Island. Each of the other two sailors meet 
a young woman who joins in the search. They eventually find Miss Turnstiles and the three 
couples enjoy a night on the town, moving from dancehall to dancehall. Miss Turnstiles, 
however, sneaks out early to secretly travel to her job as a suggestive “cooch” dancer at Coney 
Island. The group tracks her down again and she and her sailor engage in a tearful reunion in 
which she expresses shame at her profession and he accepts her regardless. At the end of the 24 
hours the men return to their ship and the women kiss them goodbye. In the comedy, the city is 
an inviting landscape of entertainment and fun.  
Offstage, the reality proved more complicated. Ivy Smith was exactly the type of young 
woman Valentine directed members of the Division of National Defense, volunteers in the City 
                                                      
1 Sam Zolotow, “‘On the Town’ Set for Debut Tonight,” New York Times, December 28, 1944, 
25.  
2 Lewis Nichols, “The Play,” New York Times, December 29, 1944, 11.  
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Patrol Corps, and NYPD officers to monitor and arrest.3 Paul Moss, La Guardia’s Commissioner 
of Licenses would surely not have approved of Ivy’s place of employment. Ivy might have, in 
fact, lost her income and ended up on the picket line with the burlesque workers carrying a sign 
proclaiming she had “done no wrong,” if Moss heard of sailors frequenting the club.4 Had 
Gabey, the sailor who pursued Ivy, tested positive for a venereal disease he might have 
remembered his tryst with Ivy and reported her as a “contact.” Ivy then would likely have been 
arrested, forced to undergo a medical examination and remanded to the Bellevue clinic for 
treatment. A working-class “cooch” dancer on a fling with a sailor in real life wartime Gotham 
was a threat to national security, not the “all-American” darling Ivy Smith was depicted as in the 
show.  
On the Town’s cast included African American performers playing sailors and a 
policeman who danced alongside white counterparts in a Times Square ballet.5 In actuality, both 
the Navy and the NYPD resisted accepting African Americans into their ranks. Those who did 
make it into these institutions faced further discrimination in their assignments, status, and 
                                                      
3 The young woman who played Ivy Smith’s character in the Broadway show, Japanese-
American dancer, Sono Osato, would likely have been perceived as a threat for both her race and 
her gender. Her father was arrested by the FBI and imprisoned while she was headlining the 
show, and she performed under her mother’s name Fitzpatrick during the war. For more on 
Osato’s career and experience in On the Town see Katherine Baber, ‘Manhattan Women’: Jazz, 
Blues, and Gender in On the Town and Wonderful Town,” American Music Vol. 31, No.1 
(Spring 2013): 76 and Carol J. Oja, Bernstein Meets Broadway: Collaborative Art in a Time of 
War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 133-150. 
4 “Ushers Picket City Hall,” New York Times, Feb 28, 1942, 19. 
5 This casting was extremely progressive for its time and performers cast in these roles 
remembered experiencing equitable and integrated treatment backstage. The show also hired 
violinist Everett Lee as conductor and musical director and Lee became the first African 
American to occupy that position. “Everett Lee Sets Musical Precedent,” New York Amsterdam 
News, Sept. 22, 1945, 14. Oja, Bernstein Meets Broadway, 155, 178.  
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treatment. 6 In New York City, Black members of the military, unlike those depicted in the show, 
might be criminalized, arrested, or harassed by police officers, like those stationed at Fox Hills 
on Staten Island. In or out of uniform, Black servicemen also risked being assaulted by police 
officers, as Robert Bandy was in 1943. Young African American men and women, furthermore, 
did not enjoy the freedom to go out dancing or socializing, whether in Times Square, Harlem, or 
Bedford Stuyvesant, without the threat of arrest for juvenile delinquency looming over their 
evenings. Unlike the racially inclusive pleasure scape depicted in On the Town, wartime New 
York City was heavily policed in discriminatory ways by a majority white police department. 
For Commissioner Valentine, unlike the African Americans who appeared onstage in On the 
Town, Black New Yorkers embodied threats of criminality and racial unrest, both of which 
imperiled the wartime order of the city.    
During the war, Valentine and La Guardia saw their policing strategies as both seizing an 
opportunity and rising to meet an emergency. They had pushed anti-vice or morals laws policing 
throughout their ten years in office, with mixed results and varying levels of support. Valentine 
reflected on the enforcement of morals laws in his autobiography, noting that such laws were 
often deeply unpopular, but that “the best efforts of the police should be directed against morals 
offenses.”7 As the nation mobilized to meet the wartime emergency, however, opposition to the 
enforcement of these laws decreased. With national security at stake, discriminatory policing, the 
violation of social and sexual autonomy, and restrictions on civil rights became easier to justify. 
                                                      
6 For more on African American integration into the Navy see Gregory Drane, “The Role of 
African-American Musicians in the Integration of the United States Navy,” Music Educators 
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7 Valentine, Nightstick, 305.  
 216 
The costs of failing to prohibit prostitution, juvenile delinquency, gambling, and disorderly 
leisure, the mayor and the commissioner believed, were immensely higher in wartime than in 
peace. As their colleague Magistrate Stephen Jackson declared, “all of the tanks, guns, planes, 
ammunition and firearms…are, in the last analysis, entirely and exclusively dependent on the 
men that operate them. Their effectiveness depends on…their moral fiber.”8 La Guardia 
remarked on this dynamic in the fall of 1940, when he stated that he had “the heat turned on 
gambling and vice for some time, [and] this was no time to let down.”9 The end of the war, in 
fact, also proved “no time to let down.”  
Valentine brought his particular strain of morality policing abroad after his retirement 
from the NYPD in 1945. The former commissioner was tapped by the War Department to 
oversee the reorganization of the civilian police department in occupied Japan.10 Strengthening 
the department’s anti-vice efforts, through creating “a detailed plan of attack exactly like the 
plainclothes system used in New York City,” was high on his list of recommendations.11   
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In New York City, the war left a lasting impact on policing. The voluntary police force, 
the City Patrol Corps, was disbanded, but the wartime attention to female criminality and 
juvenile delinquency had justified the expansion of women’s position in paid law enforcement.  
The Bellevue clinic, which opened in 1944 to house women “of the prostitute class,” operated 
throughout 1945 and after the end of the war. The clinic lost federal funds, but the city took over 
its financial responsibilities. In the years after the war, the NYPD continued to arrest, on average, 
between 4,000 and 5,000 women a year for prostitution, and all women arrested on such charges 
continued to be required to undergo forced venereal disease testing. If a woman was not 
convicted of prostitution, but tested positive for a venereal disease the city’s Public Health 
Department continued to take her into custody and remand her to Bellevue hospital for forced 
treatment. Scott Stern notes that after the 1945 adoption of penicillin in treatment centers like 
Bellevue the forcible imprisonment of women to receive treatment for venereal diseases 
decreased. The pattern of monitoring suspicious women and forcing them to undergo medical 
examinations, however, continued.12 In the fall of 1948, Dr. Rosenthal, director of the Health 
Department’s Bureau of Social Hygiene described the city’s public health powers over these 
women as a “gigantic screening device.”13 The desires of city and federal officials to protect the 
health and morality of servicemen had justified the wartime creation of this “device,” which 
relied on the city’s policing powers as well as those of the military and the Health Department. 
As the trajectory of the Bellevue clinic illustrates even after the exigencies of the war subsided 
the city’s attention to policing women for prostitution persisted.  
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In 1945 Valentine and other NYPD officials assisted the Social Protection Division in 
producing a pamphlet entitled “Techniques of Law Enforcement in the Use of Policewomen with 
Special Reference to Social Protection.” The SPD sent copies of the pamphlet to mayors, police 
chiefs, and the National Advisory Police Committee on Social Protection.14 The pamphlet 
included advice for policewomen based on practices that had become increasingly common 
during the war. Authors instructed patrolwomen to look for any woman who was “who is untidy 
in her dress, or of unkempt appearance; with excessive makeup, or any girl carrying 
baggage…obviously loitering.”15 The contributors to the manual argued that the experience of 
the war illustrated the importance of the work of policewomen. The authors claimed that 
policewomen possessed particular skills necessary to monitor women and children, whose crimes 
had supposedly increased during the war. In the manual, the Women’s Advisory Committee of 
the Social Protection Division described the “rising rates of…crimes committed by women as 
well as an increase in rates of venereal disease infections.” Due to these conditions, they resolved 
to assist local law enforcement departments in recruiting and training policewomen.16 
Throughout the manual, the authors encouraged police departments across the country to 
increase their employment of policewomen. The authors recommended that departments appoint 
women who had served in war services including Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency 
Service, Women’s Army Corps, and the Red Cross, since these women had received training and 
had “learned to work under orders.”17 The NYPD ranked among the three percent of departments 
                                                      
14 “Techniques of Law Enforcement in the Use of Policewomen with Special Reference to Social 
Protection.” National Advisory Police Committee on Social Protection of the Federal Security 
Agency, 1945, 2. Manuscripts and Special Collections, Lloyd Sealy Library, JJCA.   
15  Ibid, 8. 
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that employed policewomen, and the ranks of policewomen had increased in the early war years. 
The number of policewomen employed by the department reached its peak in over ten years in 
1942 when 183 policewomen served in the force.18 These numbers decreased in the immediate 
postwar years, before jumping back up to 189 in 1950.19 The war years, therefore, provided a 
limited path for professional advancement for a small number of women, while increasing the 
justification for intensified policing and monitoring of a larger number of African American and 
working-class white women.  
The increased attention to juvenile delinquency from city officials, NYPD leaders, and 
residents that emerged during the war showed no sign of abating as the war came to an end. 
Leading criminal justice figures in New York City and federally argued that law enforcement 
needed to prepare for a postwar crime wave. At his retirement speech, Commissioner Valentine 
alerted department members that they “are going into the postwar period with crime already on 
the increase,” and J. Edgar Hoover predicted a postwar rise in juvenile crime.20 In March 1946, 
the New York Times ran an article entitled “rise of juvenile crime” which stated of 1945, “Our 
great year of victory abroad…was a year of defeat on one of the most vital sectors of the home 
front.”21 In 1946 experts gathered at the National Conference on the Prevention and Control of 
Juvenile Delinquency, and congressional hearings on juvenile delinquency in the mid-1950s kept 
national attention on the issue.22 Although during the war officials tied youth crime to the social 
disruptions accompanying mobilization, demobilization proved disruptive as well. Many 
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scholars have explored the postwar campaigns against delinquency, gang activity, and drug use 
launched by law enforcement, politicians, popular culture, and parents. 23   
Despite efforts to critique police brutality and racialized policing practices as anti-
American during the war, African Americans continued to be disproportionately policed even 
during the victory day celebrations. Carl Dunbar Lawrence writing in the Amsterdam News 
commented on the “quiet” atmosphere in Harlem on V-E day. With the exception of women 
whose husbands were overseas, Lawrence found that most Harlemites met the news with “a 
soberness that had been born out of the tragedy of the last depression and the jim crow 
experiences of this war.”24 Lawrence suspected that La Guardia and Valentine had expected a 
different reaction “judging from the number of cops assigned to the main uptown 
thoroughfares.”25 Dan Gardener noticed that V-J celebrations in New York City were “one of the 
few national celebrations in which the white man neglected or forgot to keep Negroes separate, 
Jim Crowed or segregated.” Gardener’s article gave vent to elements of the complicated legacy 
of the war for African Americans. The journalist felt that the “spontaneous gaiety” expressed by 
African Americans was “beyond comprehension” given “the American Negro had less to be 
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happy about than any other minority groups” and the only concrete civil rights gains 
accomplished during the war were the Supreme Court’s ruling against white primaries and the 
creation of an FEPC in New York State.26 In New York City, campaigns against police brutality 
and racialized policing also met with limited success during the war. As Clarence Taylor has 
argued, “the wartime focus on maintaining national unity in order to help defeat the Axis 
powers” inspired some critics, like those who had called for a civilian review board after the 
1935 Harlem uprising, to blunt their criticisms of the police.27 The American system of racial 
hierarchy made it through the war mostly intact. 
More so than lasting changes to the structure of urban policing, the wartime dynamics of 
the NYPD revealed the way that anti-vice policing in the city gained urgency and support from 
the national wartime emergency. Expansions of police power and restrictions on the civil 
liberties of New Yorkers of color and working-class women became necessary sacrifices to 
preserve the security of the nation and the health of its male troops. Police and military power 
reinforced each other. Brig. Gen. Ralph K. Robertson who commanded district one of the 
Army’s Second Service Command from Governor’s Island Robertson argued in 1944 that 
discharged military policemen, who themselves had been recruited from the ranks of law 
enforcement, would become “excellent additions to local police.”28 Police officers who served in 
the military could keep up with the department through its magazine, Spring 3100, and many did. 
Lt Murray Trilling, writing from “somewhere in Guinea” wrote to the magazine about an 
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increase in his responsibilities. He remarked that he now oversaw “shore patrol-sentries, guards, 
fire department, and base brig” and noted that “being a N.Y. cop was responsible for the 
change.”29 Another writer, Edward T. Lynch, thanked the editors for sending him Spring 3100 
every month and bringing him “a touch of the sidewalks of New York.” Lynch shared his copy, 
and remarked that “the Department can look forward to a few recruits from this neck of the 
woods when the boys down here come home.”30 Lynch’s recruits may well have succeeded in 
joining the department since La Guardia fast-tracked veterans onto the NYPD without requiring 
the regular civil service examinations during demobilization.31 The cover of Spring 3100’s 
January 1946 issue depicted this process with an image of a young white man handing off his 
military uniform to Uncle Sam and replacing it with NYPD-Blues.32 
 The end of the war also spelled the end of Valentine and La Guardia’s dual reign over the 
city. La Guardia reflected on his collaboration with the retiring commissioner. He criticized the 
“smelly big shot, thieving tinhorns,” and remarked on his and Valentine’s collaboration. “We 
have never let up on them…we went after the bums.”33 When La Guardia retired from office on 
December 31, 1945, John Rogers of the New York Herald-Tribune remarked that the mayor “was 
noted for going to fires and denouncing gamblers.”34 During the war, this dynamic team of 
moralistic municipal leaders viewed their ongoing campaigns against vice and disorder as more 
important than ever. With support from federal officials and some civilians, they directed an 
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expansive onslaught against prostitution, delinquency, gambling, and disorderly entertainment. 
Valentine’s post-NYPD career suggested that the arguments he and La Guardia had made about 
the centrality of policing New York City to the larger national military project had been heard.  
La Guardia and Valentine’s moralistic onslaught reverberated through the wartime life of 
the city. These campaigns curtailed the civil, social, and sexual liberties of New Yorkers, 
particularly Black and Puerto Rican women, men, and children, and working-class women of all 
races. During the mass mobilization of the war, the careful preservation of internal social 
hierarchies gained new momentum and urgency. The conjoined processes of policing the city 
and mobilizing the nation for war became visible in the NYPD’s “war within a war” against 
juvenile delinquency, prostitution, gambling, and urban disorder.  
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